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9This studio-led research investigates encounters with nonhuman animals in the city  
at night. Based in photography, the project explores how light defines the forms of  
the city from the darkness that surrounds it, then follows the sources of  this light back 
to extractive mining and traces how brown coal is connected to ecosystems across 
deep time. Through visual poetics I show how energy and matter are entangled in 
common experiences of  the nocturnal city to reveal interconnections between human 
life and the nonhuman world in ways that aim to reveal new ways of  visualising and 
understanding the environmental crises unfolding around us. The research project 
outcomes are the development of  a contemplative body of  work where the poetic 
possibilities of  images arrayed as installations, or across the structure of  a book open 
new vistas on how time and space redefine ecologies. By using photographic images 
to reveal the significance of  nonhuman material agency in the city and beyond, the 
project offers an innovative interpretation of  current ecological decline and suggests 
new ways of  imagining ecosystems across time.
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 1.1: Introduction 
This research project developed from an initial focus on exploring the visual potential 
of  human-animal encounters in the nocturnal city before expanding to focus on the 
interconnections between the space of  the nocturnal city and the broader ecology, 
particularly considering the connection to brown coal to electrically generated light. 
Primarily using photography, my aim in the research project was to find how images 
can act as analogues and metaphors for the webs of  interconnected meaning I 
perceived in the world, particularly those that speak of  the relations between the 
human and nonhuman worlds, and between different forms of  agency and matter 
across deep time. 
After making images at night in Melbourne where I live, I later focused on a 
comparative study of  Berlin, a city with similar sources of  light to Melbourne. My 
aim was to find visual ways of  communicating affective experiences common to both 
Figure 1 Tawny Frogmouth in Fitzroy Gardens, Melbourne. 2016.
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sites and to visually explore the ecologies and interconnections my research revealed. 
My intention was to develop a metaphoric congruence between the images as 
interrelated objects and their references to the light of  the city as a kind of  non-linear 
tracing of  material flows across time and space. I especially wanted to draw attention 
to the vectors of  artificial light in the city as spatial phenomena that function in 
opposition to the natural light of  day and to the source of  electric power for the light. 
By following the network of  wires and poles through substations and transformers 
to the generators turned by enormous fires burning continuously and fed by coal, 
my aim was to emphasise the interconnections of  electricity within an ecological 
framework. In turn I sought to direct attention to the coal itself  as a transformed 
forest: its foliage compressed in subterranean processes and transformed into a rich 
fuel source. 
Figure 2 Lighting fixture and bare branches, inner Melbourne. 2016. 
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Along with undertaking fieldwork in the city and sites of  extractive mining and 
electricity production, my research led to collections in libraries and museums that 
enabled the study of  such material relationships across time, and their complex 
cultural and ecological fields. As the research progressed, the material histories 
became as important as my focus on capturing moments of  encounter, and enriched 
my focus on the great temporal scales operating within this nexus of  connections.
This was especially evident in the long histories of  the formation of  brown coal, and 
also in the fossilised bones of  ancient creatures that lived when the coal was a forest. 
I examined the delicate impressions of  leaves and flowers in the layers of  brown coal 
that spoke to me of  the enormous scale of  earth systems and the great depth of  time 
just beneath the surface of  present day experiences.
Brown coal retains many of  the physical forms of  the mineral and biological contexts 
in which it is formed, as the knotty traces of  stump and root and the flattened leaves 
turn into impressions between layers. The slow alchemical transformation of  coal 
from forest is in direct contrast to recent shifts of  durational intensity in the hurried 
extraction of  coal and its combustion in great furnaces that power turbines and the 
continual flow of  electrical energy into light bulbs or diodes of  the city.
As the project progressed, the central research aim shifted towards the question of  
how to produce affective images that convey such elemental processes and how coal 
and forests are connected across time to urban spaces and the ecologies of  cities, 
through light and dark. I sought to identify the multilinear causes and effects that 
could be conveyed through images that aim to engage viewers and enable them to 
consider their own place in the complex and interlocking spatial and temporal scales 
of  the world.
I relied on research into the ecologies I was engaging with, and into the history of  
particular sites to more clearly understand some of  the complexities of  relationships, 
which characterised the connections between sites. My theoretical understanding 
was developed by reading contemporary theory engaging with ecological concerns, 
particularly concepts developed by theorists Val Plumwood and Anna Tsing, as well 
as a range of  thinkers who have explored the connections between images and the 
nonhuman world, and more particularly the debates regarding the efficacy of  a 
14
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poetic approach to image making as opposed to more literal and activist approaches 
where the intent is to convince viewers of  a particular viewpoint or to ask them to 
engage in political action. My interest was rather in contemplation and affective 
modes of  thought which might allow for a deeper understanding of  the present 
moment and the human role within in.
The material poetics of  the title refers to the physical matter engaged with during 
the course of  the project and of  the project furthering an understanding of  the 
material interconnections between sites through the use of  a visual poetics. This term is 
discussed in several contexts in this document, particularly in reference to artist and 
theorist Alan Sekula’s realist poetics and other artists who have worked in similar modes 
and also in relation to the possibilites for complex understandings inherent in written 
poetics and how this might be understood in relation to visual work. There is also 
discussion of  some critics rejection of  poetics as lacking in coherence for the urgency 
of  the current crises and the arguments against this viewpoint.
This dissertation commences by describing the context for the project, the current 
ecological crises before discussing the artistic context for the project, opening with 
a discussion of  visual poetics before discussing the work of  relevant artists in some 
detail. The next chapter describes the research methods and methodologies adopted 
and developed during the project, followed by an exploration of  the histories of  
particular sites relevant to the project and finally the outcomes of  the project and the 
findings and conclusions are discussed. 
Figure 3 (opposite page) Brown coal, from the Yallourn mine, 2017. 
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This studio-led research project commences within the city at night. It investigates 
encounters with nonhuman animals and how urban light itself  defines the forms of  
the city within the darkness that surrounds it. As such, multispecies encounters and 
the material processes of  urban illumination offer particularly useful vantage points 
from which to reflect on some of  the enormous transitions underway on earth, which 
can be characterised as crises. The project focuses on Melbourne and Berlin as case 
studies, and begins by tracing some of  the flows of  energy and matter which are 
entangled in common experiences of  the nocturnal city. It is a studio-led investigation 
presented as visual poetics revealing the interconnections between human life with 
the nonhuman world in ways that aim to reveal new ways of  understanding the 
environmental crises unfolding around us. By using photographic images revealing 
our complicated interconnections with nonhuman agency in the city and beyond, the 
project offers an innovative interpretation of  our current predicament and perhaps 
scope to begin imagining ways beyond it. 
The research also investigates temporal values evident in the city, not only in the 
expedient time cycles of  contemporary urban life, but also the urban relationships 
with deep time that go back to the carbon basis for the contemporary electrical grid 
in regional brown coal fields where layers of  vegetation were first compressed twenty 
to thirty million years ago. 
Two questions frame this research and define its core objectives:
1. In what ways can visual poetics reveal the temporal foundations of  the nocturnal 
city as a place of  encounter with the nonhuman world?
2. How can such visual poetics be used to explore the relations implicit in lighting the 
contemporary city in a time of  ecological crisis?
The first question required an investigation of  how visual poetics could be adapted 
to encourage a consideration of  the city as a place of  encounters with the nonhuman 
world. The term visual poetics is used here to indicate how the use of  images in 
relation to one another have the potential to combine in a constellation of  meanings 
that include both the denotative qualities of  photography and its connotative poetic 
allusions. The field of  visual poetics is discussed in chapter three in relation to 
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the contemporary community of  art practice relevant to this project, where Allan 
Sekula’s use of  the term in descriptions of  his own work provides a useful example of  
how poetics can be adapted by an artist working in a documentary tradition. Sekula’s 
work also offered critiques of  the documentary tradition by presenting powerful 
singular moments revealing the enormous interconnected global forces underlying 
economic and social change. Sekula described his approach as an attempt:
to dissolve the boundary between essay-writing, a ‘poetics’ of  sequenced descriptive 
photographs and the practices of  research in cultural, economic, and social history 
 (Sekula, 1997, p. 52)
His photographic images show how globalisation effects economic and social 
processes across space and time, and as such, comprise an effective critique of  the 
production and consumption of  processes Sekula identified as complicit with how 
late twentieth century capitalism reshaped social life. Sekula’s work and the work of  
other relevant artists are explored in greater depth in chapter two. 
By investigating the visual poetics of  human encounters with the nonhuman world 
from the nocturnal city to the coal field, my research is contextualises some of  the 
current ecological crises that have developed on a global scale. I selected Berlin 
and Melbourne as two highly developed and technologically advanced cities with 
comparable spatial and temporal connections between nature and culture that 
nonetheless still rely on burning brown coal for their electrical supplies. The historical 
development of  the two cities has been deeply dependent on the extraction and 
exploitation of  the energy stored in brown coal fields located in convenient proximity 
to them. In Melbourne, the supply of  coal is in the Latrobe Valley, while in Berlin the 
Lausitz region plays a similar role. The convergent historical relationships with brown 
coal in these sites are explored in chapter three as a source of  urban development 
and as an ongoing environmental and social problem.
The second research question aligns with the one posed by Rob Nixon in his 
influential study of  2011, Slow Violence and the Environmentalism of  the Poor, in which he 
asked:
how can we convert into image and narrative the disasters that are slow moving and long in 
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the making, disasters that are anonymous and that star nobody, disasters that are attritional 
and of  indifferent interest to the sensation-driven technologies of  our image-world?
 (Nixon, 2011, p. 3)
Nixon’s question foregrounds temporality, in asking how images can engage viewers 
to consider the degradation of  ecologies and loss of  habitat and biodiversity as 
images that do not compete with the spectacles of  commodity culture, but are 
instead relatively mundane . The objectives of  this project are not entirely in line 
with Nixon’s concerns, which are as much about poverty and social injustice as 
ecology, but nonetheless I address a cognate problem of  how to make images to 
engage viewers in encountering the implications of  a slowly unfolding mundane yet 
inexorable crisis. The project aims to use photographic images to speak about how 
the idea of  ‘encounter’ itself  can be usefully drawn together in ways that advance 
understanding of  global ecological crises.
T. J. Demos has noted the tendency for those advocating for technological solutions to 
environmental problems to:
opt for high-resolution satellite imagery that provides photographic-like pictures, such as those 
employed by Globaïa. That is important insofar as—at least in relation to much scientifically 
framed imagery, maps, and data graphs—we have moved essentially beyond photography 
(historically and conventionally gauged to human perception) to remote sensing technology 
(scaled to global, even inter-planetary measurements). 
 (Demos, 2016a, p. 14)
Demos’ criticism of  many images used in support of  technological viewpoints 
related to global environmental issues also highlights the difficulties artists have in 
creating work that speaks to the massive temporal ruptures and sheer spatial scales of  
these problems. In some ways, like the discourse on how to effectively critique such 
contemporary crises, this project is implicitly political. Yet the project does not aim to 
demonstrate a particular political perspective, but instead to encourage a receptivity 
to imagery suggesting the interconnections and flows of  resources and germane to a 
contemporary politics of  speed. By extending the temporal scale of  the nocturnal city 
to incorporate the deep time formation of  brown coal, and connecting it to extractive 
practices and energy flows that generate the illumination of  places of  habitation 
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for human beings, the project offers new visual possibilities for understanding and 
grappling with these relationships. 
Timothy Morton’s concept of  the hyperobject (2013) is useful in this context for 
attempting to develop a sense of  the vast scales of  some of  the problems that we 
struggle to engage with:
A hyperobject could be the sum total of  all the nuclear materials on Earth; or just the 
plutonium, or the uranium. A hyperobject could be the very long-lasting product of  direct 
human manufacture, such as Styrofoam or plastic bags, or the sum of  all the whirring 
machinery of  capitalism. 
 (Timothy Morton, 2013, p. 1)
Figure 4 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Felix Wilson. 2017. Neospace Gallery. 
Melbourne.
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The hyperobject describes a conglomeration of  forms operating at scales which dwarf  
easily comprehensible situations and relationships. Notwithstanding its value in 
thinking through the dimensions of  vast processes and temporalities, however, 
Morton’s concept of  the hyperobject is less useful in attempting to trace specific 
relations in the intricate flows of  energy and matter informing this project. 
My aim was to make such relations more accessible in works such as those of  an 
installation of  2017 (opposite) where I juxtaposed a sequence of  images arranged as a 
constellation as conduits to not only to gauge the meanings of  the images but also of  
the spaces between images. Incremental environmental crises are alluded to obliquely 
through these images and their connections with how the imagery of  extractive 
mining is linked to burning brown coal and to the artificial light of  the city. 
Rather than seeking to encompass the immense complexity of  global ecology, the 
artworks commence quietly in specific circumstances in two cities at night. Through 
the imagery of  specific urban locations I aimed to show how light can be followed 
back through the electrical grid to the brown coal mines as a metaphoric process of  
reflection on both spatial and temporal ecological interconnections.
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According to United Nations estimates, at some point in 2008 the majority of  the 
global population of  human beings came to live in cities (World Health Organization, 
2015). Although this date has been disputed, the broad trajectory in human 
populations toward urbanisation is a clear global trend. Human beings are now a 
predominantly urban phenomenon, whereas estimates suggest that one hundred 
years ago only around one in ten of  the total human population lived in urban areas 
(Brenner & Schmid, 2014).
	Figure 5 World population percentage living in urban areas 1960 to 2016. Image used under licence 
from the World Bank, available at https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?end=
2016&locations=1W&start=1960&view=chart)
The rate of  urbanisation differs substantially across geographies, as may be seen 
in the chart below, where trends in India and China contrast sharply with those in 
Australia and Germany. While an in-depth discussion of  the complex circumstances 
behind these significantly different rates of  urbanisation is beyond the scope of  this 
study, the chart shown in figure 6 is included in order to contextualise the global 
average shown above in figure 5. In general rates of  urbanisation correlate with 
technical and economic development, as more complex economies tend to have 
significantly higher urban populations than the global average.
 1.1 The City as Habitat
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This concentration of  human beings into urban populations has coincided with 
significant growth in the surface area of  the earth occupied by cities. Here, along 
with population growth, urban development is a significant factor in the enormous 
changes that human beings are making to the earth where up to half  of  global land 
area is heavily modified for human use (Vitousek, Mooney, Lubchenco, & Melillo, 
1997). Accounts of  the global surface area of  urban settlements vary significantly, as 
they often are often based on the strict definitions dividing urban from rural areas 
according to the peculiarities of  administrative boundaries (Liu, He, Zhou, & Wu, 
2014). The global trend towards a significant increase in the urban areas, however, 
is clear and has had a significant ecological impact, because urbanisation is often 
considered one of  the major global threats to biodiversity (Hahs & McDonnell, 
2014). Hodson and Marvin argue for a view of  the city as material representation of  
energy intensive economies, where:
...carbon-based energy systems—oil, electricity and mobility systems—have made the 
huge agglomerations of  cities and modern industrial systems possible. Urbanisation totally 
dominates the huge metalogistical systems made up of  resource flows, energy, water, waste 
foods as well as flows of  people and goods that make up the contemporary world. 
 (Hodson & Marvin, 2010, p. 300)
	
Fig. 6 Population percentage living in urban areas 1960 to 2016 of  Australia, Germany, China, and 
India. Image used under licence from the World Bank, available at https://data.worldbank.org/indi-
cator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?end=2016&locations=AU-DE-IN-CN&start=1960&view=chart&year_
high_desc=false 
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This concentration of  consumption and energy usage means that the impact of  
urban environments relative to their size is dramatic. 
If  all production and consumption-based emissions that result from lifestyle and purchasing 
habits are included, urban residents and their associated affluence likely account for more than 
80 per cent of  the world’s GHG [Greenhouse Gas] emissions.   
(Hoornweg, Sugar, & Trejos Gómez, 2011, p. 207)
While the material dependencies and relationships between sites are a critical 
aspect of  the project, it is also important to consider the city as a site of  particular 
and localised ecologies. Ecological studies of  urban environments have a relatively 
short history in comparison to traditional ecological approaches. Nonetheless, the 
field of  urban ecology has developed rapidly over the past decade and has become 
a major stream of  ecological science. Along with the analysis of  the significant 
impact of  urban development on ecosystems globally, urban ecology is also a field 
that recognises the importance of  urban environments in sustaining biodiversity 
(Cressey, 2015). The recognition that even species threatened by anthropogenic 
factors may be able to make their lives successfully in urban spaces has challenged the 
popular conceptions of  urban space as a purely human domain devoid of  ecological 
complexity. Indeed, cities have become important habitats for some species that have 
managed to coexist with human beings, as Stefan Zerbe and colleagues observe: 
not only natural and semi-natural landscapes can be highly diverse in flora, fauna, and 
habitats…urban and industrial areas also display a wide variety of  habitats, communities, 
and organisms. 
 (Zerbe et al, 2003,139)
Recognising that urban areas can be biologically complex and useful habitats has 
important implications for conservation efforts, especially since such places have been 
largely ignored by agencies responsible for monitoring and restoring habitat. As Carla 
Catterall observes, there are many opportunities for species that can adapt to live in 
highly modified environments, since in many cities there are: 
planted and maintained lawns and gardens, many simple and impervious surfaces (e.g., 
buildings, roads), patches of  remnant native vegetation, and a liberal supply of  human food 
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scraps and wastes. 
 (Catterall, 2009, p. 1)
Further, it is not only common species that adapt, as the authors of  an Australian 
study of  urban fauna have shown:
the inherent dynamic nature of  cities creates and maintains a complex mosaic of  habitat 
niches, many of  which are unique to urban areas, which in turn support a high diversity of  
fauna species, including rare and threatened species
 (Garden, Mcalpine, Peterson, Jones, & Possingham, 2006, p. 143)
Considering the implications of  this shift in our understanding of  urban spaces, 
Thom Van Dooren and Deborah Bird Rose consider the multi-species city from an 
environmental humanities perspective, arguing in favour of  considering the spatial 
potential of  our cities as a replacement for the dominant narratives of  human-centric 
urbanism:
It is a story, told and enacted by many creatures. And ultimately, this intersection of  multiple 
storied-places and their tellers gives rise to an ethical question of  particular importance for this 
time of  anthropogenic change called the “Anthropocene”: are we able to engage meaningfully 
with very different ways of  knowing and living in a place? 
 (Van Dooren & Rose, 2012, p. 18)
Some species have fully adapted to life within urban and heavily modified spaces, 
even without the large green spaces which many species require. A highly visible 
example of  this adaptation is the pigeons (Columba livia) which prefer the urban 
density at the centre of  cities where older buildings often offer more nesting and 
perching opportunities and predators are rare rather than peripheral urban areas 
where feeding opportunities are less concentrated. Due to such urban advantages, 
in detailed ecological surveys, the population density of  pigeons in central Milan 
was found to be more than five times greater than in farmland surrounding the city. 
(Sacchi, Gentilli, Razzetti, & Barbieri, 2002). 
As Thom Van Dooren and Deborah Bird Rose contend:
We will need to learn to see our human edifices, for example, not only as the congealed evidence 
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of  our ingenuity and handiwork but also as myriad opportunities and obstacles, delights and 
disasters, for nonhuman others. 
 (Van Dooren & Rose, 2012, p. 19)
Van Dooren and Rose explored attitudes and cultural change in relation to 
nonhuman species that have adapted to sharing urban spaces. In general, the urban 
environment has lower biodiversity than less altered habitats since most species, 
particularly mammals, are unable to adapt their lives to survive in the highly modified 
spaces built by human beings (Garden et al., 2006). Species that do adapt to urban 
habitats often modify their behaviour, shifting their activity, for example, to avoid 
human presence that is more concentrated in daylight hours, which causes:
some species to switch their activity to crepuscular periods, or in some cases to become strictly 
nocturnal.
 (Ditchkoff, Saalfeld, & Gibson, 2006, p. 6)
Songbirds are a clear example of  behavioural changes shown by species living in 
urban areas, as Luniak’s studies have found:
urban birds begin singing earlier in the morning and finish later in the evening. In urban 
blackbirds, cases of  nocturnal activity (singing, feeding) are known, never observed in the forest 
population. 
 (Luniak, 2004, p. 52)
Returning to Nixon, it is clear that his concept of  slow violence offers a framework to 
understand a part of  this shift in temporality that this studio-based project explores:
The explicitly temporal emphasis of  slow violence allows us to keep front and center the 
representational challenges and imaginative dilemmas posed not just by imperceptible violence 
but by imperceptible change whereby violence is decoupled from its original causes by the 
workings of  time. Time becomes an actor in complicated ways, not least because the temporal 
templates of  our spectacle-driven, 24/7 media life have shifted massively since Galtung first 
advanced his theory of  structural violence some forty years ago. To talk about slow violence, 
then, is to engage directly with our contemporary politics of  speed. 
 (Nixon, 2011, p. 11)
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Nixon’s identification of  slow violence aligns with the argument in Jonathan Crary’s 
polemic 24/7: Late Capitalism and the Ends of  Sleep where Crary argues that the pressure 
on human beings to function according to the requirements of  industry necessitates 
de-coupling from biologically based sleep patterns. Crary’s Marxist understanding of  
relations between classes frames his emphasis on how that increase in global human 
activity occurs outside traditional waking and sleeping patterns. The role of  artificial 
light was essential to the processes of  human labour in the development of  urban 
modernity:
The artificial lighting of  the factories announces the rationalized deployment of  an abstract 
relation between time and work, severed from the cyclical temporalities of  lunar and solar 
movements. 
 (Crary, 2013, p. 79)
Acknowledging that human beings are primarily diurnal animals, in developing 
artworks for this project I chose to contrast the darkness of  night as a zone conducive 
to imaginative speculation with the artificial lighting of  the built environment. 
For humans sight is a primary means for sensing and perceiving the world. With 
reduced light this primary perceptual sense is less effective, making it harder to judge 
depth and distance, while reducing the perception of  colour and diminishing the 
perception of  detail. This limited perception has the potential to evoke a human 
sense of  vulnerability and strangeness that can significantly alter the dynamics of  an 
encounter with a nonhuman animal for a human being. As Nina Morris suggests:
Darkness also forces one to question how one’s body is in relation to that which surrounds, 
challenging one’s human sense of  bodily presence and boundary. 
 (Morris, 2011, p. 3)
In western cultural traditions the metaphoric and poetic interpretations of  light 
are contrasted with darkness and fear in ways that may have contributed to the 
perception of  nocturnal nonhuman creatures as uncanny. This sense of  difference 
is perhaps particularly acute in the human perception of  creatures with an ability to 
navigate through non-visual senses such as echolocation, smell, or sound in a world 
rendered strange to human beings. 
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In this vein, Tim Edensor argues that cultural references to darkness suggest: 
such metaphors testify to earlier urban conditions in which perils of  all sorts lurked in 
the nocturnal city and doors were closed when darkness fell. Yet modern illumination has 
transformed nocturnal urban experience, producing cityscapes of  regulation, hierarchical 
selectiveness, consumption, fantasy and imagination.
 (Edensor, 2015, p. 1)
Walking in urban areas after dark offers greater possibilities for encounter with non-
domesticated species than during daylight hours. And when such encounters occur, 
they are more notable in species that do not reveal their presence in the light of  day. 
The city is rarely altogether dark, and the topography of  artificial illumination shifts 
inconsistently, where patches of  darkness can appear in brightly lit places sometimes 
giving the impression of  complete blackness.
Because animals have evolved in environments subject to the naturally occurring 
cycle of  daily change in light levels related to the rotation of  the earth and its orbit 
around the sun, the unprecedented shifts in light levels and spectrum intensity around 
cities is likely to have very significant consequences (Gaston, Duffy, Gaston, Bennie, & 
Davies, 2014). An example of  this impact is seen in how birds migrate at night:
Many nocturnally migrating birds die or lose a large amount of  their energy reserves during 
migration as a result of  encountering artificial light sources. This happens, for instance, in 
the North Sea, where large numbers of  nocturnally migrating birds are attracted to the many 
offshore platforms.
 (Poot et al., 2008, p. 1)
The impact of  the artificially lit city may extend to hundreds of  kilometres beyond 
the urban periphery: a phenomenon known as skyglow. Given the potential impact 
of  skyglow on many species, relatively little research has investigated its impact on 
significant areas of  the surface of  the earth, and particularly on invertebrates and 
microorganisms (Gaston, Visser, & Hölker, 2015). This is despite the fact its impact 
has been recognised for decades, particularly by astronomers and others who require 
dark skies for observation and who may need to move away from particularly highly 
lit areas in order to continue their work (Riegel, 1973).
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Some Australian species such as the tawny frogmouth (Podargus strigoides) have 
adapted to artificial lighting, and recent research suggests that they have benefitted 
from the artificial lighting that attracts insects in urban parks in Melbourne as a 
more concentrated source of  food (Weaving & Cooke, 2010). Also in Melbourne, 
endangered Powerful Owls (Ninox strenua) take advantage of  suitable habitat and 
plentiful prey in parks close to the city centre, a development contradicting earlier 
scientists’ assumptions based on observation of  pre-existing populations that the 
species requires at least 300 hectares of  pristine native forest in order to feed and 
roost (Low, 2002). 
The effects on some species are at least partially understood, but the overall impact 
of  the dramatic increase in illumination globally and the shift in light sources toward 
particular segments of  the spectrum with the widespread adoption of  light emitting 
diode technology (LED) is both unprecedented and generally under-researched 
(Stone, Jones, & Harris, 2012). The enormous growth in human populations and the 
move into cities has had, and will continue to have significant effects upon the earth 
and the many creatures that make their lives among us.
In considering the city as habitat for human beings and for other kinds of  living 
creatures, we should recall the long tradition within Western thinking of  how the 
urban centre has been defined against a rural periphery, which was considered 
inferior, as Linda Williams argues:
From classical antiquity the Western spatial logic of  exclusion extended to the strange 
territories at the edge of  the world, and from the city interior to its rural periphery, and hence to 
the wilder places beyond regarded as inferior to the civilized regimes of  the city. This was also 
a cultural tradition that largely perpetuated the idea that the non- human world beyond the city 
walls was not only inferior, but also something separate from the everyday life of  the city. 
 (Williams, 2014, p. 471) 
Williams locates this distinction in western classical civilisation, whereas Wachsmuth 
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connects the sharp break between urban and rural to the underlying division between 
nature and culture formed under industrial capitalism, identifying this divide as:
the social separation of  town from country in the rise of  industrial capitalism, and as a 
consequence, the perceived separation of  human society from nonhuman nature. In this sense, 
both the society-nature opposition and its manifestation in mainstream sociology as the 
“human exemptionalist paradigm” are constitutively urban phenomena 
 (Wachsmuth, 2012)
When attempting to define the contemporary city the problem of  edges intervenes 
in the binary distinction between the urban and the rural. Within urban ecology 
the problem of  clearly defining urban space and lack of  consensus on the urban 
periphery has been discussed as an important issue (McIntyre, Knowles-Yánez, & 
Hope, 2000). Satellite imagery of  night-time cities has been proposed as a technique 
of  boundary assessment of  urban space that can overcome the problems associated 
with traditional surveying techniques (Henderson, Yeh, Gong, Elvidge, & Baugh, 
2003). 
Other researchers have proposed using night-time imaging of  urban spaces as an 
approximate measure of  global human well-being (Ghosh, Anderson, Elvidge, & 
Sutton, 2013). This approach correlates light output from highly modified spaces 
with standardised measures of  human social and economic wellbeing, and although 
an imperfect measure it avoids some of  the known flaws of  other economic and 
social measures such as the relative infrequency and expense of  formal census 
measurements and the potential for deliberate mis-reporting data for political 
purposes. 
Considering the city as an array of  points of  light within a black surrounding 
heightens the contrast within the traditional urban-rural binary while also 
rendering invisible the dependencies and relations of  the city upon its surroundings. 
Topography and geography are transformed into a single planed constellation, with 
gradients of  darkness between lights revealing areas with less activity within the form 
of  the city, while empty black spaces that appear to be devoid of  activity or presence. 
This visual reduction of  material complexity, where the spaces of  the city and its 
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topography are narrowed to gradients of  light and dark, is significant to this research 
project because it serves to create an inaccurate image of  the city as a wholly human 
creation where only human activity occurs and which operates singularly and 
discretely. 
Images, recorded by the International Space Station or from other satellite platforms, 
Fig. 7. Melbourne from the International Space Station. Image courtesy NASA & ESA, used under 
licence. 
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like all photographs, offer viewers a seemingly objective perspective, but, as T.J. 
Demos argues:
…Google Earth mapping imagery …is embedded in a specific political and economic 
framework, comprising a visual system delivered and constituted by the post–Cold War and 
largely Western-based military-state-corporate apparatus. It offers an innocent-seeming picture 
that is in fact a “techno-scientific, militarized, ‘objective’ image.” 
 (Demos, 2016a, p. 16)
Demos’ argument posits that such images are embedded in a system of  production, 
which he correctly associates with the military control of  space and the history of  
colonial regimes. In this context, however, Val Plumwood’s concept of  shadow places 
can also bring forth an alternative socio-political dimension to the dark areas on these 
satellite images. Plumwood connects visible places such as the city, illuminated in a 
sea of  darkness, with the less visible terrain of  the shadows surrounding it:
These places remote from self, that we don’t have to know about but whose degradation we as 
commodity consumers are indirectly responsible for, are the shadow places of  the consumer self. 
The places that take our pollution and dangerous waste, exhaust their fertility or destroy their 
indigenous or nonhuman populations in producing our food, for example, all these places we 
must own too. We must own to the coral reefs wrecked to supply the clownfish in the fish tank, 
the places ruined by and for fossil fuel production. 
 (Plumwood, 2008, p. 147)
Plumwood’s argument is directed at scholarship concerned with place which ignores 
or minimises the complexity of  social and ecological relations which occur on any 
site, and their environmental and political implications. In my own research project, 
Plumwood’s concept of  shadow places serves as a useful framework for understanding 
the potential of  photographic visual poetics to investigate the connections between 
the artificially lit city and the sites used for extraction of  brown coal and the 
production of  electricity in ways that address broader ecological concerns. 
The sciences and social sciences explore the dynamics of  these relationships, 
especially through the concept of  the ecological footprint as a way of  measuring the 
relationship between human material agency and the impact of  the anthropogenic 
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use of  energy on the broader environment. William Rees and Mathis Wackernagel 
argue from a quantitative perspective that cities:
have become entropic black holes drawing in energy and matter from all over the ecosphere (and 
returning all of  it in degraded form back to the ecosphere)
 (Rees & Wackernagel, 1996, p. 237)
While Plumwood connected the lack of  understanding of  the ecological footprint 
of  urban dwellers to a much wider and deeper dissociation of  the human from 
nonhuman life:
The illusions and irresponsibility resulting from the underlying cultural problematic of  
dematerialisation have intensified with increasingly globalised and commodified relationships to 
nature and place. Another aspect of  dematerialisation, which I also discussed in my last book 
…is remoteness from ecological consequences and illusions of  our independence of  nature and 
of  the irrelevance of  nature. 
 (Plumwood, 2008, p. 142)
Anna Tsing supports Plumwood’s conclusion regarding the alienation of  much 
contemporary human life from the nonhuman or natural world. Tsing relates this 
alienation more specifically to financial systems and the reductive thought processes 
which consider living things only in relation to their financial value, and not as part 
of  complex and related ecologies:
 
the history of  the human concentration of  wealth through making both humans and 
nonhumans into resources for investment. This history has inspired investors to imbue both 
people and things with alienation, that is, the ability to stand alone, as if  the entanglements of  
living did not matter. Through alienation, people and things become mobile assets; they can be 
removed from their life worlds in distance-defying transport to be exchanged with other assets 
from other life worlds, elsewhere. 
 (Tsing, 2015, p. 5)
Plumwood’s concept of  shadow places is especially useful for how this project draws 
together distinct geographies that are doubly connected: as metaphors, and quite 
literally by the electrical currents running through wires. Plumwood’s metaphor of  
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the shadow is shaped by a long cultural and aesthetic legacy of  light and dark, or 
figure and shadow. This tradition also informed the studio-based research for my 
project in ways that aim to contribute to debates on illumination and the role of  
electrical energy in contemporary cities. 
My artworks also draw on broader cultural contexts that offer potential for 
considering the human agency and complicity in environmental crisis in different 
ways, such as the qualities of  Carl Jung’s concept of  the shadow, defined as:
the unknown “dark side” of  our personality – dark both because it tends to consist 
predominantly of  the primitive, benighted, negative, and socially or religiously depreciated 
human emotions and impulses like sexual lust, power strivings, selfishness, greed, envy, 
aggression, anger, or rage and due to its unenlightened nature, obscured from consciousness. 
Whatever we deem evil, inferior, or unacceptable and deny in ourselves becomes part of  the 
shadow
 (Jung in Diamond, 2014, p. 1641)
The shadow of  the city in Plumwood’s formulation echoes Jung’s conception of  the 
collective shadow of  human psychology. The environmental crises that flow from the 
places of  consumption can be usefully considered the shadow of  the contemporary 
city either through a Jungian perspective of  the dark side of  humanity or something 
closer to the alienated anthropocentrism suggested by Tsing. The artworks in this 
project leverage both the metaphoric, shadowy connections forged by urban places 
to the sites on which they rely on for energy and the literal tracing of  supply chains 
or wired grids allows to enable deeper understanding of  the multiple ecologies of  
the contemporary city. The next chapter on methodology will explain how I have 
developed these relationships through art, but before this I will turn to a discussion of  
the city and its periphery and its bearing on planetary environmental problems.
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The concept of  planetary boundaries was developed and published in 2009 by a 
group of  scientists led by Johan Rockström from the Stockholm Resilience Centre 
and Will Steffen from the Australian National University. The group sought to 
define a safe operating space for human beings on earth. This required defining the 
environmental parameters in which human beings are able to thrive, noting that the 
Holocene era (the period of  the last 11,700 years) when human populations have 
flourished globally has been found to be unusually stable compared to earlier periods 
(Rockström et al., 2009). Nine boundaries were proposed, each a separate aspect of  
the global environment that provides support for human life supporting systems. The 
nine boundaries are:
 •  Stratospheric ozone depletion  
 • Loss of  biosphere integrity (biodiversity loss and extinctions)
 • Chemical pollution and the release of  novel entities
 • Climate Change
 • Ocean acidification
 • Freshwater consumption and the global hydrological cycle
 • Land system change
 • Nitrogen and phosphorus flows to the biosphere and oceans
 • Atmospheric aerosol loading
Seven of  the nine boundaries were defined in quantifiable terms, of  which by 2015 
four were considered to have been exceeded (Steffen et al., 2015). Climate change 
is the most well-known and widely understood of  these four, the three remaining 
are loss of  genetic diversity through biodiversity loss and extinction, land system 
change through shifting land toward intensive human usage such as agriculture, and 
bio-geochemical flows of  nitrogen and phosphorous to the biosphere and oceans. 
Although these boundaries are defined as separate processes for the purpose of  
definition and clarity, the authors acknowledge how they are interconnected through 
such activities as agriculture:
Although a systematic, quantitative analysis of  interactions among all of  the processes 
for which boundaries are proposed remains beyond the scope of  current modelling and 
observational capacity, the Earth system clearly operates in well-defined states in which these 
processes and their interactions can create stabilizing or destabilizing feedbacks. This has 
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profound implications for global sustainability, because it emphasizes the need to address 
multiple interacting environmental processes simultaneously (e.g., stabilizing the climate system 
requires sustainable forest management and stable ocean ecosystems). 
 (Steffen et al., 2015, p. 8)
Though the authors recognise that the quantitative analysis of  global environmental 
crises is limited by lack of  data in many areas, they suggest that rigorous analysis 
of  the potential of  interaction between various factors is cause for alarm. For living 
beings, current rates of  loss in biodiversity justifies the characterisation of  the current 
era as the sixth mass extinction event in the known history of  the earth (Barnosky et 
al., 2011). This alarming statistic is further dramatized by the arguments put forward 
by Ceballos et al in a 2015 paper where they argue:
The evidence is incontrovertible that recent extinction rates are unprecedented in human history 
and highly unusual in Earth’s history. Our analysis emphasizes that our global society has 
started to destroy species of  other organisms at an accelerating rate, initiating a mass extinction 
episode unparalleled for 65 million years. If  the currently elevated extinction pace is allowed 
to continue, humans will soon (in as little as three human lifetimes) be deprived of  many 
biodiversity benefits. On human time scales, this loss would be effectively permanent because in 
the aftermath of  past mass extinctions, the living world took hundreds of  thousands to millions 
of  years to rediversify. 
 (Ceballos et al., 2015, p. 4)
Australia has the worst record of  mammal extinctions globally (Johnson, 2006). It 
is also likely that simply recording extinction rates of  species underestimates both 
the scope of  depletion of  habitat and loss of  individual creatures. While the overall 
numbers and genetic diversity of  many species that are not necessarily threatened 
with outright extinction have also declined dramatically (Ceballos & Ehrlich, 2002). 
The interlinked crises described above are occurring due to human activity. The 
scope of  global change due to this activity has led to many responses, including the 
coining of  new terms to attempt to comprehend the scale of  the crises. 
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The term Anthropocene was defined to signify the ways the human impact on the 
earth has led to such enormous transformations that they should now be defined as 
a new geologic era (Steffen, Crutzen, & McNeill, 2007). This era is one marked by 
the degree to which human activity has altered every aspect of  the planetary system. 
Geological eras are usually measured in vast time scales, however one important 
aspect of  the age of  the Anthropocene is that it is defined as an era of  very rapid 
change centred on extremely recent developments in technology and alteration of  the 
earth by human activity. 
Chronostratigraphy is the branch of  geology concerned with the definition of  time 
periods, which are based on the analysis of  changes between layers of  geological 
material, these may be defined through chemical analysis, examination of  fossils 
from living things, or other signals visible in the geological record (Allaby, 2010). 
The formal declaration of  a new era, such as the Anthropocene, is a decision for 
the International Commission on Stratigraphy. In a detailed consideration of  
the requirements for setting a date for the commencement of  the era a group of  
specialists led by Jan Zalasiewicz suggested:
From a practical viewpoint, a globally identifiable level is provided by the global spread of  
radioactive isotopes from the atomic bomb tests of  the 1950s, but this event is considerably 
later than the onset of  increased levels of  anthropogenic atmospheric gases resulting from 
industrial processes. Any candidate boundary based on the deposit (i.e. future rock) record, 
such as the base of  furnace slag, colliery waste and so on in, say, the Ironbridge Gorge, 
Coalbrookdale, regarded as the cradle of  the Industrial Revolution, will be diachronous as 
industrialization spread throughout western Europe, the Americas and latterly to the Far East. 
 (Zalasiewicz et al., 2011, p. 1050)
The concept of  the Anthropocene has been recently adopted in the sciences and 
humanities, despite the varying understandings of  its meaning and possible date 
ranges. It also remains contentious and has attracted much discussion and criticism. 
Some geologists have suggested it is unnecessary to divide this era from the pre-
existing holocene (Autin & Holbrook, 2012) while those from the environmental 
humanities have analysed its origins and implications (Castree, 2014) or argued 
against use of  the term because of  its inherent human-centredness (Baskin, 2015). 
As can be seen, T. J. Demos (2016a) positions himself  firmly against the term 
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Anthropocene from an environmental and social justice perspective. For Demos, and 
for others, the term creates a singular human species identity which renders invisible 
the cultural and economic processes which have contributed most significantly to the 
symptoms identified by the term Anthropocene, and masks findings that it is a sub-
set of  human beings which benefit disproportionally from these processes. By hiding 
these relations and (as Demos argues) suggesting a detached neutrality, the concept of  
the Anthropocene serves to perpetuate the inequalities which have led to the current 
amalgam of  crises. For Demos, the term Capitalocene offers greater possibilities for 
encapsulating the culpabilities of  the era:
sourcing climate change not in species being, but within the complex and interrelated 
processes of  the global- scale, world-historical, and politico-economic organization of  
modern capitalism stretched over centuries of  enclosures, colonialisms, industrializations, and 
globalizations. 
 (Demos, 2016a, p. 86)
Similarly Jason W. Moore suggests that the term Anthropocene only furthers an 
existing narrative, rather than emphasising the requirement for shifts in human 
cultural systems which are required: 
The Anthropocene is a comforting story with uncomfortable facts. It fits easily within a 
conventional description – and analytical logic – that separates humanity from the web of  life. 
This makes for a familiar story, one of  Humanity doing many terrible things to Nature. 
 (Moore, 2017, p. 595)
The narrative of  the Anthropocene has emerged from specialist technical fields 
primarily in countries with economies based around private property, but Moore’s 
contention of  responsibility ignores the disastrous ecological policies pursued by 
regimes devoted to ideologies other than capitalism during the twentieth century. 
Environmental damage under Communist regimes in Russia and affiliated countries 
was immense: 
By 1989, sulfurous skies were killing people across the Soviet bloc. Single Russian factories 
were producing more pollution than all of  Scandinavia. Immediately after the end of  the Soviet 
Union, the Russian Federation classified one-sixth of  its territory as uninhabitable because 
of  pollution—yet the inhabitants had nowhere to go. Rivers were poisoned beyond anything 
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found in western countries, while Lake Baikal had become a paradigm of  how not to manage 
a precious natural resource.
 (Dellapenna, 2010, p. 8)
Dietrich Earnhardt outlines some of  the reasons environmental damage was 
widespread in Soviet bloc countries:
…heavy emphasis on pollution-intensive industries, subsidized energy prices that encouraged 
high rates of  energy consumption, lack of  advanced pollution control technologies, and weak 
enforcement of  protection laws. 
 (Earnhart, 1997, p. 2)
Hence, it appears that Moore and others who argue that environmental damage 
is synonymous with capitalist exploitation is not entirely accurate. Many human 
societies have existed, and continue to exist which have not developed technologies or 
economic and social systems but which contribute to the kind of  global degradation 
of  ecologies we witness today, though the differences between our era and such 
earlier societies is a question of  scale and degree. It is also accurate to say that the 
benefits of  exploitation of  natural resources are not shared equally across human 
societies. However this is not a purely capitalist phenomenon, as the example of  the 
Soviet Union demonstrates clearly.
In contrast to a perspective which attributes economic systems for the Anthropocene, 
Deborah Bird Rose recognises the complications of  unequal responsibility but insists 
on the shared human responsibility within the relational networks which are named 
Anthropocene:
…it is manifestly true that we are not all situated identically, no situatedness is granted 
immunity. Not just entangled in webs and networks of  process, we are all tangled up in 
dynamics, edges, patches and zones of  colliding uncertainties. Time and agency are troubled, 
relationality is troubled, situatedness is troubled. We are tangled up in trouble. 
 (Rose, 2013, p. 1)
The debate over the term Anthropocene has attracted much attention. In particular, 
the date when the era should be defined to begin, and the responsibility for the 
changes considered central to the definition are both contentious. E. O. Wilson, the 
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renowned entomologist, has suggested the term eremozoic for the coming era:
The human hammer having fallen, the sixth mass extinction has begun. This spasm of  
permanent loss is expected, if  it is not abated, to reach the end-of-Mesozoic level by the end of  
the century. We will then enter what poets and scientists alike may choose to call the Eremozoic 
Era—the Age of  Loneliness.
 (Wilson, 2006, p. 91)
In contrast to the concept of  the Anthropocene, the term Eremozoic holds a tone 
of  melancholy and does not focus on the human as a species as much as a collective 
entity capable of  grieving for the loss of  the many creatures with which we share the 
earth. In this sense, the word has an optimistic aspect, recognising that human beings 
are able to consider consequences and make choices. It asks us to consider the terrible 
consequences for ourselves, and our progeny, along with the many other species that 
share our world, of  continuing along the path that we are on. Wilson does not make 
distinctions about the complicity in environmental degradation, for him, like Rose, it 
is a shared responsibility. Wilson’s invocation of  poets suggests that responses to the 
crises are not purely the domain of  scientists and technical specialists, but also part 
of  a shared responsibility to acknowledge and respond to the knowledge of  our own 
roles and uneven contributions to these problems. 
Artists’ and writers’ responses to the multiple environmental crises outlined above are 
varied. Some of  the most relevant visual artists to this project are discussed in greater 
depth in chapter two, however here it is useful to consider briefly some relevant 
works which engage with relations between human and nonhuman as a way of  
commencing the discussion, in particular through the idea of  encounter. 
Susanna Lidström and Greg Garrard ask:
What images and ideas will help us make emotional sense of  issues such as climate change, 
and how and where will we be able to find and formulate them? How can our imaginations 
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begin to engage with the implications of  a profoundly changed relationship between human and 
nonhuman nature?
 (Lidström & Garrard, 2014, p. 36)
Along similar lines, Bruno Latour (2012) asked how we are to assemble the tools that 
we need to engage productively with the immense and overwhelming scale of  the 
ecological crisis that we are in the midst of, responsible for, and seemingly unable to 
address:
What are we supposed to do when faced with an ecological crisis that does not resemble any of  
the crises of  war and economies, the scale of  which is formidable, to be sure, but to which we 
are in a way habituated since it is of  human, all too human, origin? What to do when told, 
day after day, and in increasingly strident ways, that our present civilization is doomed; that 
the Earth itself  has been so tampered with that there is no way it will ever come back to any 
of  the various steady states of  the past?
 (Latour, 2012, p. 1)
In discussing the inaction amidst looming catastrophic events Latour cited Lars von 
Trier’s film Melancholia (2011) as a work that speaks to the simultaneous dread and 
seeming impossibility of  addressing the crisis meaningfully and at the scale required 
for averting catastrophic impact on ecosystems and human beings alike. In this film 
a planet named Melancholia is on a collision path with Earth, while the narrative 
focuses on the response to the approach of  the planet by a depressed young woman 
in an unnamed rural location. The film considers mental illness as much as planetary 
disaster, and it is the exhilaration in the moment of  impact and the futile gestures 
made by the primary characters in the film which Latour focuses on when discussing 
the tone, which speaks to a sense of  growing foreboding in relation to the global 
environmental crises.
In literature, The Peregrine by J.A. Baker invokes the image of  a doomed Earth, victim 
of  a catastrophe brought about by human agency:
Few peregrines are left, there will be fewer, they may not survive. Many die on their backs, 
clutching insanely at the sky in their last convulsions, withered and burnt away by the 
filthy, insidious poison of  farm chemicals. Before it is too late, I have tried to recapture the 
extraordinary beauty of  this bird and to convey the wonder of  the land he lived in, a land to 
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me as profuse and glorious as Africa. It is a dying world, like Mars, but glowing still.
 (Baker, 2004, p. 15)
Baker’s poetic approach in The Peregrine builds on this gloomy imagery by offering an 
account of  pushing away from the shore of  the human and attempting to provoke 
a shift into something else, something that approaches the being of  another species 
through a dynamics of  personal encounter. Although this endeavour is doomed to 
failure, the sense of  a rapturous reaching out to another, very different being, and the 
way the text evokes a sense of  what another creature might be experiencing, offers 
the reader an insight into how a poetics might enable at least a temporary sense of  
respite from the destructiveness of  human activity.
These accounts of  aspects of  the crisis offer a particular kind of  understanding of  the 
ecological changes wrought by human beings, not through quantitative data or literal 
narration (though they may draw on this), but rather through their poetic power of  
their imagery to render the complexities and strangeness of  coexistence and mutual 
interdependence with the nonhuman world.
The Peregrine is ostensibly a series of  observations of  a pair of  peregrine falcons over a 
season in rural England. However the book becomes something of  a quest for greater 
perception and a record of  an attempt to escape the generally settled boundaries of  
what it is to be human. For Baker, though the realisation of  the goal of  truly reaching 
outside the human is ultimately doomed, it is the possibility of  escape that draws the 
narrator onwards, pushing against a stark realisation of  the limits of  language in the 
communication of  complex experiences.
The actual form of  Baker’s writing is central to his endeavour; his poetic evocations 
of  the ecstasy of  reaching toward the hawk is taut and revelatory in tone, in ways that 
suggest the influence of  William Blake’s poetics. Baker writes with an expectation that 
the peregrine will soon have disappeared, subsumed by DDT and other poisons of  
industrial agriculture; an apocalyptic forecast, also reminiscent of  Blake’s expectation 
of  the imminent end of  time through divine intervention. In fact, peregrine 
populations in England have recently recovered substantially due to improved 
environmental policies (Ratcliffe, 2010). However the broader ecological context is 
one of  deepening crisis, fulfilling the prophecy in tone if  not in specific detail. 
43
Hood the glare of  the eye, hide the white tremor of  the hands, shade the stark reflecting face, 
assume the stillness of  a tree. A peregrine fears nothing he can see clearly and far off. Approach 
him across open ground with a steady unfaltering movement. Let your shape grow in size but 
do not alter its outline. Never hide yourself  unless concealment is complete. Be alone. Shun the 
furtive oddity of  man, cringe from the hostile eyes of  farms. Learn to fear. To share fear is the 
greatest bond of  all.
 (Baker, 2004, p. 13)
Baker’s instructions to the watcher of  hawks show an antipathy to humans and their 
bodies, a slight revulsion at the habits and movements of  the species of  which he is 
a member for whom he, presumably, wrote his extraordinary account. In this sense, 
Baker’s peers and forerunners may well include deep ecologists and writers such as 
Thoreau, yet his quest for simplicity and directness in prose also echo poets such as 
William Blake or Gerald Manley Hopkins in seizing the traces of  the nonhuman in 
the human mind and dragging them into realisation in a text.
The encounters with the peregrines reach out to us from a position that refuses the 
limitations of  common accounts of  human experience, moving instead among spirits 
of  greater purity and clarity than most of  us are capable of  sensing, as perhaps 
in ways known to those who practice in the shamanic traditions. But Baker is also 
informed by natural history writing in the English tradition, and his empiricism in 
recording his experience isn’t clouded by clumsy attempts at anything other than a 
direct and powerfully expressive clarity.
The broad context for Baker’s work is the effect of  agricultural pesticides on a rural 
ecology amid the ecological changes wrought by changes to farming methods during 
the second half  of  the twentieth century. Rather than exploring these developments 
explicitly, however (as for example Rachel Carson does in Silent Spring) the narrative 
follows the author’s emotional response to the falcons through sustained observations 
that reveal a deeply felt engagement with the nonhuman world. Baker’s response 
to the sense of  loss in the potential for the extinction of  this iconic species is an 
argument for possibilities in non activist ecological art to engage audiences in a 
poetics of  interconnection, shifting the understanding of  the material and physical 
aspects of  the world into an affective and metaphorical relationship between viewer 
and image.
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In Against the Anthropocene (2016a) and other articles (2016b) Demos argues in favour 
of  photographic work which carries an explicitly activist agenda, but in his review of  
work by UK photographic artist Darren Almond he offers his understandings of  the 
ways that images without an overt political agenda can operate as devices to open 
deep and important questions for viewers:
…these photographs (and videos) propose an aesthetic revealing of  a geological complexity, 
offering conceptual insight into shifting categories of  nature, which presents us with a final 
ethics-political query - how to relate to, and inhabit, this new post-natural condition? How 
to live at a time when our realisation of  the depth of  our entwinement with the world both 
signifies the end of  the world’s conceptual identity, and parallels a growing environmental crisis 
never before experienced, leaving us with a world increasingly beyond recognition?
 (Demos, 2015, p. 13)
Demos’ questions come closest to the intent of  this project, engaging viewers in 
a comprehension of  their own complicity in the shifting ecologies of  the earth, 
beginning in the space of  the city. By introducing the context for the project, this 
chapter also provides a rationale for the project’s objectives. The questions specified 
at the beginning of  the chapter invite a pursuit of  connections and encounter, 
then turn to connections and flows, and broadening the inquiry both spatially and 
temporally from the contemporary city to the ancient forests which have compressed 
into brown coal over millions of  years. 
An issue when considering issues such as the ecological crises through poetic means 
is whether the uderlying thematic concerns may be obscured by the mode of  
communication. The writers and artists discussed in this chapter suggest that poetic 
approaches can offer rich and complex understandings to readers and viewers despite 
the lack of  specific detail on extinction rates or temperature rise. In the next chapter 
I explore the work of  more artists within the field of  practice for the project, those 
who are using similar strategies and exploring similar territories to me as a context for 
my research and whose approach also informs the development of  the visual poetics 
developed during my research. 
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This chapter defines the field of  practice in which this project is situated and gives 
a comparative account of  the work of  artists in this field in relation to the aims 
and outcomes of  my research. Thematically, most of  the artists relevant to my own 
project are those concerned with human relationships with the nonhuman world 
and within that broad field, artists working with photography based processes. 
The chapter is divided into three sections. In the first I discuss the idea of  a visual 
poetics from a mostly theoretical perspective. This informs the selection of  artists 
in the second section, which uses Alan Sekula’s term realist poetics to group artists 
whose interest in material flows and geographies is both poetic and rigorous in its 
approach to research into particular sites, scenarios and spatial relationships. These 
artists utilise images (and object based works) in poetic ways in order to explore 
interconnection and ecologies of  matter and human societies. The third section 
groups three artists whose work is aligned in an interest in the material object of  the 
photograph, and the relationship of  the viewer to the image and the often natural 
subject matter. This grouping provides a further perspective on the term visual 
poetics and adds to the defined field which this project contributes to. 
In discussing the meaning and ambiguities of  the term poetics in relation to visual 
artistic practice, the art critic Robert Nelson problematises the term when he 
observes:
 discussion of  the poetic is liable to fall into redundancy or futility, because it has already been 
handled by philosophers since Aristotle’s Poetics, and I think to little avail. It is an area both 
well explored and well exhausted.
 (Nelson, 2004, p. 1)
This ambiguity is an aspect of  the term poetics which has caused many to criticise 
its usefulness an approach to visual art, particularly when engaging with issues 
which have social or political relevance, such as environmental issues. Martha 
Rosler, for example, summarises such a way of  thinking by suggesting that the poetic 
in photography is problematic insofar as it contradicts the essential veracity and 
responsibility to truth in the photographic image. By privileging form over objectivity, 
she suggests: 
The poetics of  form can lead to a reception of  images as poetic, a form of  personalized 
address that escapes either responsibility or reportorial accuracy, though it may of  course 
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increase the force of  truth, but as subjectivized witness rather than objective reportage.
 (Rosler, 2004, p. 211)
Rosler’s subjectivized witness is juxtaposed in binary opposition to objective 
reportage, an opposition that relies on the supposition that objectivity in 
photographic practice is actually possible – an idea that has been broadly disputed. 
In Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison’s (2007) study of  the emergence and evolution 
of  the idea of  photographic objectivity, they show how this idea emerged as an ideal 
in the nineteenth century and which changed with the advent of  new techniques 
in visualisation and scientific photography. In discussion with artist Trevor Paglen, 
Galison suggested:
…the fascination with what I call, in a more technical sense, the “subjective image,” the 
idea of  a re-presentation with a minimum of  intervention, lingers in the background of  
popular understanding about what a photograph is or should be. Even though it was perfectly 
obvious during the nineteenth century that if  you made a long exposure (as photographers 
were obliged to do), moving people disappeared. Photographs are not and never were mimetic 
representations… 
 (Galison & Paglen, 2013, p. 39)
The semiotic theories of  Charles Sanders Peirce have often been used as a framework 
for the analysis of  the relationship of  the photographic image to the surfaces which 
reflected light toward a light sensitive substance (whether digital or chemical in 
form). In very simple terms Peirce’s analysis suggests considering three aspects of  
this relationship (the triadic sign). The three aspects are the indexicality (direct and 
literal physical reference), iconic (individual and subjective interpretation through 
reference to experience and other signs), and the symbolic (a shared understanding 
of  the meaning of  the sign). For Peirce, and his advocates, each sign consists of  each 
aspect in varying degrees and relies upon these multiple relationships to function. 
This logical approach to analysis and critique of  images in an art context has been 
criticised, most significantly in an influential 2003 paper James Elkins argued that: 
For most of  what art history and visual studies aim to do, Peirce is simply not necessary; and 
when he is pertinent, he is so mainly as a model for concertedly logical thinking of  a sort that 
is rare in visual studies or art history. 
 (Elkins, 2003, p. 1)
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Responding to Elkins, Alexander Robins argues that although Peirce has been 
misunderstood in much of  the theory where his semiotics is used, when understood 
through the appropriate context (that of  scientific realism) Peirce can offer particular 
value for art theoretical discourse. Robins emphasises that Peirce was an active 
photographer within a scientific context, making images for an astronomical 
observatory and it was this approach which assisted in forming his thinking on 
photographic images (Robins, 2014). 
Roland Barthes proposed a two part analytical framework for discussing photographs, 
using the terms studium and punctum. Studium is understood as the mundane 
aspects of  the image which may draw attention and be analysed within a broader 
cultural framework, where the punctum is an element which pierces the individual, 
a highly subjective and personal reaction to some element which often relates to the 
awareness of  time passed and the relationship of  the image to the subject (Barthes, 
1986). 
Kaja Silverman offers another way of  consider the photographic image and its 
relationship to the world, working away from Peirce. Silverman criticises the heavy 
emphasis on indexicality in the image as offering a way of  thinking solely about 
the past with photographic images, though recognising that in the work of  writers 
and artists such as W.G. Sebald, Eugene Atget, and Ana Mendieta this emphasis 
has offered tremendous creative potential. While Silverman perhaps too quickly 
dispatches Peirce’s significance for photography in her narrative, her proposal offers 
a useful re-thinking of  the way that images operate and how they relate to the matter 
of  the world. Silverman argues photography is:
…the world’s primary way of  revealing itself  to us— of  demonstrating that it exists, and 
that it will forever exceed us. Photography is also an ontological calling card: it helps us to see 
that each of  us is a node in a vast constellation of  analogies. When I say “analogy,” I do not 
mean sameness, symbolic equivalence, logical adequation, or even a rhetorical relationship—
like a metaphor or a simile—in which one term functions as the provisional placeholder for 
another. I am talking about the authorless and untranscendable similarities that structure 
Being, or what I will be calling “the world”  
 (Silverman, 2015, p. 15)
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Silverman proposes an understanding of  photography in which meaning is not fixed, 
whether in the viewer, or in the material or screen based image. In particular, her 
phrase constellation of  analogies suggests interconnection and the ecological mode of  
thinking which has informs this research project. This approach to the photographic 
image departs from the semiotic distinctions between index and object, or the triadic 
mode of  Peirce. In explaining her conception of  the analogical relationship of  the 
photographic image, she quotes Walt Whitman, including the entire text of  a poem 
titled On The Beach at Night Alone, from Leaves of  Grass. 
On the beach at night alone, 
As the old mother sways her to and fro singing her husky song, 
As I watch the bright stars shining, I think a thought of  the clef  of  the universes 
and of  the future. 
A vast similitude interlocks all, 
All spheres, grown, ungrown, small, large, suns, moons, planets, 
All distances of  place however wide, 
All distances of  time, all inanimate forms, 
All souls, all living bodies though they be ever so different, or in different 
worlds, 
All gaseous, watery, vegetable, mineral processes, the fishes, the brutes, 
All nations, colors, barbarisms, civilizations, languages, 
All identities that have existed or may exist on this globe, or any globe, 
All lives and deaths, all of  the past, present, future, 
This vast similitude spans them, and always has spann’d, 
And shall forever span them and compactly hold and enclose them.
 (Whitman, Moon, Bradley, & Blodgett, 2002)
Whitman’s nocturnal meditation on interconnection between all things through 
relationships of  similitude speaks to aspects of  this project in its focus on the night-
time and the relationships and interconnections which can be revealed through 
darkness. Silverman explains that for her, this text:
 anticipates everything I have to say about analogy. Each of  us is connected through 
similarities that are neither of  our making or our choosing to countless other beings. We cannot 
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extricate ourselves from these relationships, because there is no such thing as an individual; the 
smallest unit of  Being is two interlocking terms. There is also nowhere else to go. Analogy 
runs through everything-that-is like a shuttle through a loom, weaving its threads into the All, 
or what I call the “world.”
 (Silverman, 2015, p. 15)
The banksia imprint left in brown coal depicted above can be considered within 
Peirce’s framework as an image which depicts the traces of  a particular plant form 
from a period 25-30 million years ago, an indexical trace which itself  reflects light 
onto a digital sensor and is reproduced as an image. Silverman’s approach offers a 
divergent approach, where the image analogises the object that was photographed in 
the collection of  the museum, becoming a new image and a new set of  relationships 
between the coal, the banksia, the camera, and the reader. 
Silverman’s notion of  the analogous offers a nuanced way of  considering visual 
poetics that draws connections to particular sites and objects and the images which 
are made from them, while emphasising the interconnection and relationships which 
this project explores. The emphasis on multiplicity of  perspectives also has much in 
common with John Keats’ concept of  negative capability in which he resisted the 
dominance of  a single meaning by appealing to that aspect of  the mind required in 
the creation of  successful poetic works:
…when a man is capable of  being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable 
reaching after fact & reason
 (Keats, 1973)
In Keats’ definition, poetic knowledge exists, but only within the context of  a 
multitude of  positions: each buffering against the other without the requirement to 
develop a rigidly logical foundation for argumentation. Within the environmental 
humanities, a similar position is adopted by Susanna Lidström and Greg Garrard, 
who argue that poems
…depend on unique formal qualities, and are perhaps even more than other literary genres 
animated by and able to contain open-ended, multiple and even contradictory levels of  
meaning. This makes them especially interesting to look to for images that challenge established 
patterns of  environmental thought and address complex, labyrinthine twenty-first century... 
Figure 8 (opposite page) Banksia cone in brown coal, from the Museums Victoria palaeontology 
collection. 2018. 
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human-environment relations between local and global, social and ecological, perception and 
imagination. 
 (Lidström & Garrard, 2014, p. 37)
In the environmental and socio-political sphere, the idea of  a poetic approach is 
often criticised as lacking in conviction or didactic instrumentality. Adrian Piper 
summarises this approach, criticising poetics in visual art as a way of  artists foregoing 
political activism, suggesting that they:
…sacrifice freedom of  expression for the material rewards of  institutional legitimacy. They 
knowingly subordinate the self-expressive function of  their work to its function as a currency of  
market exchange; and—like artists and writers in the former eastern European countries under 
Communism— exchange clarity for ‘subtlety’, forthrightness for ‘understatement’, and political 
protest for ‘irony’ 
 (A. Piper, 2008, p. 126)
T. J. Demos alludes to such criticism in several of  his works where he regards the lack 
of  a clear political agenda in artworks responding to political situations as serving 
conservative economic interests (Demos, 2016a, 2016b). Robert Nelson on the other 
hand, recognises the multifaceted discussion of  poetics:
 …the poetic always resists the confinement to a single discourse, not because it is 
philosophically superior or presupposes greater intellectual autonomy or perspicacity but 
because it is possessed of  a maverick wandering spirit that wants to see connexions beyond the 
discourse. 
 (Nelson, 2004, p. 4)
In my own research, Kaja Silverman’s thinking offers a useful theoretical tool to think 
with. Her emphasis on the analogical nature of  representation in photography allows 
for visual poetics to emerge through relationships to specific sites and objects and 
between images. Using analogy as a relational framework between reality and the 
photographic image provides the image with scope for being something in addition 
to a referent, which in turn allows multiple images to refer to each other through 
a multiplicity of  connections. In the remainder of  the chapter the visual poetic is 
further sub-divided into two approaches, described using the terms realist poetics 
and ecological poetics. These are intended primarily to define varying approaches to 
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images among the broad field of  artists whose work is considered as part of  the field 
of  practice within which this project is placed. 
The term realist poetics is adopted from Allan Sekula (1951 - 2013), an artist and 
theorist who incorporated a Marxist analysis of  contemporary economic relations 
into deeply considered critiques of  photographic practice. Through his writing 
and his large scale and long-term art projects, Sekula explored the role of  the 
photographic image, particularly within the context of  art. He also revealed how the 
networks of  relations inherent in the global production and movement of  material 
goods are not always visible – and he did this by focusing on the workers involved in 
globe-spanning industries. Realist poetics serves to trace a line through a diverse set 
of  photographic practices, through a shared concern with the spatial and economic 
roles played by material goods, within cultures, economies and across geographic 
spaces. This approach aligns closely in many ways with this research project. In the 
section below I connect Sekula’s to three relevant artists within the field of  practice 
and discuss their work in relation to my own practice. 
 
Sekula used a direct and consciously un-stylised photographic technique to follow 
the networks of  logistics and production that serve the needs of  particular segments 
of  the human population while disenfranchising and impoverishing others. The 
complicity of  the photographer in this process was one of  Sekula’s central concerns 
by which he examined and challenged the dominant use of  photographic images. 
Sekula’s approach also usually included text based explications, though these were 
more often presented as long descriptive or explanatory pieces presented along with a 
sequence of  images rather than as literal descriptions of  individual images. Gail Day 
argues that Sekula used:
…realist poetics as a constructive practice whose purpose was to recover connections elided by 
capitalism - to redress the hypostatisation of  experience and understanding that comes with 
modern organisation of  commodity production, where huge distances separate products from the 
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labor processes that produce them.
 (Day, 2015, p. 57)
Furthering this point, Sekula himself  explained:
I have increasingly tried to dissolve the boundary between essay-writing, a ‘poetics’ of  
sequenced descriptive photographs and the practices of  research in cultural, economic, and 
social history. 
 (Sekula, 1997, p. 52)
Sekula’s images interact in a series of  connections tied to a common theme, aspects 
of  which are clarified and expanded as the sequence progresses. As a book, the 
sequence is linear where the pairing of  images in open page spreads becomes 
important to the reading. Sekula used this to draw connections across space and time, 
while adapting formal aspects of  the images to create visual rhythms throughout the 
sequence. 
Sekula’s commitment to making work engaged with the social and the real was 
undertaken without recourse to the exhausted tropes of  the documentary tradition 
within photography that were aligned with his political concerns. His articulation of  
a visual poetics, using a realist photographic language to explore a geographically 
dispersed but interconnected issue provides a very useful precedent for the project. 
Sekula’s realist poetics emphasise connections and complex relations- however his 
approach is not an ecological one, and his advocacy is centred on correcting human 
suffering by revealing the complicity of  visual media in perpetuating injustices. 
By comparison, my own project does not attempt to advocate explicitly for a new 
environmental politics. It does, however, adopt an ecocritical approach which reveals 
ecological connections that leave political conclusions to be drawn. Sekula’s focus on 
the lives of  workers, and their part in the globalisation of  trade also functioned to 
offer a renewal of  the possibilities for artists engaging with the world. Alan Roberts 
suggests that Fish Story:
  contested the concealment of  the world of  production by the art world’s attachment to the  
 fatalistic orthodoxy of  a ‘simulationist’ world of  endless, autonomous image-proliferation. 
 (Roberts, 2012, p.2)
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Fish Story (Sekula, 1995) is body of  work which incorporates sequences of  
photographs with accompanying text presented both as a book and as an exhibition 
of  printed works. This description of  the project will focus on the book, in 
comparison with other relevant artworks in book formats. The opening sequence 
of  images is subjected to a close reading here, as a preliminary discussion of  how a 
visual poetics might be defined.
The series is based on a snapshot-like stylistic approach, loose, with somewhat murky 
colours as if  they were made on cheap colour photographic film and developed at 
a chemist. Sekula is not interested in demonstrating mastery of  technical craft as an 
image maker, or working to make the image surface an exercise in expertise. The 
Figure 9 Allan Sekula, Untitled image from Fish Story.
Image removed due to copyright
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snapshot aesthetic was a well-established trope within fine art photography when the 
work was published, though it was an approach usually reserved for expressionistic or 
personal portraits such as Nan Goldin’s Ballad of  Sexual Dependency (1986) or Richard 
Billingham’s later Ray’s a Laugh (2000). 
The sequence moves through various scenes related to the movement of  goods across 
oceans and to the anonymous labourers who are a central component of  this system 
and the broader economic system that relies on their labour. These dual concerns 
reveal the hard material truths of  the fast moving and often abstracted global trade 
system, while Sekula’s critique of  the role of  photographic images in this system 
is expressed through the work and through accompanying texts. While my own 
research does not focus on the exploitation of  human workers, Sekula’s practice 
is an important precedent in developing a photographic framework for showing 
how sequences of  images can investigate the interconnections of  the contemporary 
economic model in apparently disconnected sites. Though capitalist development has 
on the whole provided a continually improving standard of  material wellbeing for 
most human beings (Pinker, 2018), my own work investigates the consequences for 
many nonhuman species and for broader ecologies, which are becoming catastrophic. 
Sekula’s primary interest was in the human domain, whereas my own project focuses 
on the relations and interconnections within ecology, and the global impact of  the 
anthropogenic use of  energy. Sekula’s project assembled images that work collectively 
to draw attention to large-scale problems. And despite differences in tone and 
approach that define the works, his ‘poetics’ of  sequenced descriptive photographs 
has been an important consideration in research for this project.
The practice of  Spanish photographic artist Xavier Ribas is defined by his 
exploration of  spatial and material relationships, where photography is the primary 
component of  a research process to examine contemporary issues related to 
landscape and territory. In early projects such as Sundays (1994-1997) Ribas expressed 
his interest in the confluence of  the social and the geographical through a sequence 
of  images depicting the activities of  Barcelona’s citizens at leisure. The detached tone 
and subtle rendering of  bodies within post-industrial and somewhat desolate sites 
emphasises the economic systems on which the human behaviour is based, rendering 
the human figures as agents within a larger system. In spite of  Ribas’ somewhat 
detached stance, the human subjects are depicted with sensitivity, suggesting an 
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artistic sensibility sympathetic to the needs of  people to find a space to relax outside 
the mundane strictures of  the working week. Ribas argued:
…when I’ve visited such cathedrals of  organized leisure as Isla Fantasia, Port Aventura or 
Montigalà, I’ve found more tranquillity in the adjacent patches of  wasteland converted into 
improvised Sunday dining rooms, than in the park interior itself.
(Ribas, 1998, para. 5)
The geographical facet of  Ribas’ practice became the primary aspect in his later 
projects, while the works which relate most closely to my own project explore 
extractive mining and the complex material histories of  nitrate. The project 
incorporates ten separate but interrelated sequences, each of  which explore a 
separate facet of  the history, ecology, and ongoing economic and social impact of  
nitrate extraction. Nitrate was mined in Chile, and was:
…used mainly as a fertilizer, underpinning the agricultural explosion taking place in Europe 
and elsewhere in the second half  of  the nineteenth century. In 1890, the Stock Exchange Year-
Book in London listed twenty-three British companies involved in the Chilean nitrate industry, 
which had a total nominal capital of  just over £10,000,000—an almost unimaginable 
fortune at that time. 
 (Edmundson, 2011, p. 4)
The extraction of  nitrate, and the concentration of  the resulting wealth in the 
hands of  a small number of  British shareholders is contrasted dramatically with 
the treatment of  workers in Chile who sought improvements to working conditions 
through industrial action, which were put down by the Chilean army. This history 
has been a contentious issue in Chilean politics during the twentieth century, as 
described by Ribas: 
In the early 1970s the then president of  Chile, Salvador Allende, initiated a policy of  
commemoration of  the history of  struggle and resistance against foreign capitalists held in this 
landscape by the nitrate workers, violently repressed by the national army. This was reversed, 
however, during Pinochet’s regime when the Chilean Air Force started using the abandoned 
nitrate towns, cemeteries and slag heaps as targets for firing practice. It was an act of  
premeditated violence against a landscape associated with the memory of  the labour movement 
and Allende’s attempt to recover that memory, for example, in the abandoned nitrate factory 
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town of  Chacabuco, declared a heritage site by Allende in 1971, but transformed by Pinochet 
two years later into a detention camp for political prisoners.
 (Ribas, 2014, p. 285) 
Ribas’ project follows some of  the multiple connections of  this material. The series 
A History of  Detonations traces the usage of  nitrate in explosives where Ribas combines 
archival photographic images with his own contemporary photographs to address 
the central theme of  explosions across time. Nitrate was used as an ingredient in 
explosives, and these connections allow his attention to roam across wide ranging 
spatial and temporal situations. The methodology Ribas draws on in this sequence 
within the broader Nitrate project is in many ways similar to the methodology of  my 
research, though Ribas uses juxtaposition of  historical and contemporary images as 
an important aspect of  his process in addition to using his own photographs. 
Figure 10 A History of  Detonations. Installation MACBA, 2014 [Photo: Marc Roig]
Image removed due to copyright
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Xavier Ribas’ work and especially his Nitrate project is an example of  a contemporary 
photographic artist exploring the multiple ecologies which operate through a single 
substance. In tracing flows of  capital, energy, and material across temporal and 
spatial territories Ribas not only demonstrates the interconnectedness of  these 
systems but also the specific circumstances and narrative threads that can emerge 
from such an approach. 
The project is based on extensive research but the visually rich and poetic approach 
adopted by Ribas is a strong example of  a visual poetics. Rather than obscuring 
the underlying themes explored by Ribas the poetic approach allows connections 
and flows between sites to be revealed slowly to the viewer, allowing for further 
consideration and a slower approach to the subject matter than a more didactic or 
activist approach might have suggested. 
Following from the example of  Ribas, World of  Matter is a book which was created 
following an exhibition of  the same name at CUNY Graduate Center, New York, 
September-November 2014 (Arns, 2015). The artists and writers collected together in 
the book include many whose work is directly relevant to the research undertaken in 
this project. Theorists T.J. Demos and Timothy Morton contribute essays related to 
the ecologies of  material things within the context of  environmental crisis and global 
injustice. As well as Xavier Ribas, whose work is discussed in more detail below, many 
of  the artists in the project work with a sense that the human being is in a crisis of  
relations with the nonhuman and explore aspects of  this through particular materials 
and uses of  these material by human societies. It is notable that many of  the works 
use the documentary film as a mode to explore these issues, though the approaches 
are often experimental and outside the standard documentary structure. 
Elaine Gan’s project Mapping Rice creates a multifaceted and multi-temporal 
installation-diagram, drawing connections across scientific practices, plant ecologies 
and global agriculture and diet practices. This cartography of  rice is built around 
Gan’s research and proposes rice as an entity travelling across time and becoming 
increasingly entangled with the human. 
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Lonnie van Brummelen and Siebren de Haan’s Monument of  Sugar: How to Use Artistic 
Means to Elude Trade Barriers (2006-2009) consists of  a film work documenting the 
making of  an installation consisting of  multiple blocks formed from sugar. This 
material has a long history of  implication in colonialism and the slave economies of  
European colonies and it is the contemporary manifestation of  these relationships 
which the artists set out to trace in the artwork. Importing sugar as an artwork 
allows the artists to elude the importation duties due to sugar as a foodstuff, and 
also to consider the economic policies and relationships underlying the transactions 
which they are taking part in. The tracing of  the material sources of  sugar and the 
discussion of  the role of  economic regulations and logistics in the consumption of  
sugar is made clearer through the process of  making the work which is revealed in 
the film.
Figure 11 Elaine Gan. Installation view of  Mapping Rice. http://elainegan.com/riceDarc.html
Image removed due to copyright
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Both these works engage with a single material or identifiable category of  matter and 
work outward, drawing connections through this node and paying attention as the 
connections demonstrate problems and historical crimes within the global economic 
system. The focus of  most of  the artworks in the book is the social as it correlates 
with the material, building an understanding of  how the human societies to which 
we belong are entirely bound up with the fates of  other kinds of  objects and beings in 
the world. These works are directly relevant to my research project in that they work 
to explore both geographic and temporal connections through particular materials, 
and allow the viewer to develop an understanding of  these connections, and their 
own entanglement in them. Where they differ is that I explore connections operating 
through multiple nodes, from the artificial light of  the city to brown coal, to ancient 
ecologies and across territories. This open ended exploration is important to the 
methodology of  the project and to its subject matter, as an investigation beginning in 
the nocturnal city and following energy and material flows from there. 
Figure 12 Lonnie van Brummelen and Siebren de Haan. Sugar Refinery, Lagos. Still from 16mm film 
Monument of  Sugar, 2007.
Image removed due to copyright
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Susanne Kriemann, a German artist based in Berlin whose practice combines 
a rigorous research base with use of  photographs and archival imagery is often 
concerned with ecological and social aspects of  geology, drawing deep time into the 
contemporary moment through experimental image making processes which are 
used to create gallery installations and books. Kriemann’s approach is based around 
photographic imaging, though she often uses unconventional materials in image 
making, using the chemical natures of  the materials under investigation to expose 
light or radiation sensitive sheets of  paper and create works which explore the limits 
of  photographic image making. Kriemann’s rigorous research-based approach often 
incorporates text by relevant theorists, poets or other researchers when published in 
book form. 
Figure 13 Page spread from P(ech) B(lende): Library for Radioactive Afterlife, image via http://www.
susannekriemann.info/ 
Image removed due to copyright
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In P(ech) B(lende): Library for Radioactive Afterlife (2016) published by Spector Books, 
Kriemann presents some of  the results of  her research into Pechblende, a radioactive 
mineral which was mined in the former East Germany and refined to provide 
material for the nuclear arsenal of  the USSR. Kriemann used this material with 
light sensitive photographic paper to create a series of  images which operate as both 
a record of  the encounter between the two materials and as an abstracted series of  
images relating to the history of  nuclear energy. Kriemann describes these images as 
haunted by impressions of  the iconic nuclear mushroom cloud and its blinding light 
(Kriemann, 2016).
Figure 14 Page spread from P(ech) B(lende): Library for Radioactive Afterlife, image via http://www.
susannekriemann.info/ 
Image removed due to copyright
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These images sit alongside landscape images of  the mining site, characterised by two 
enormous hills of  waste rubble left over from mining activities. Kriemann’s practice 
encompasses a range of  other photographic processes, often relying upon chemical 
or other physical interaction between photographic paper and materials under 
instigation. In this aspect of  her practice her approach is quite different to the more 
traditionally photographic work created during my project, however Kriemann’s 
concern with human interaction with geological processes and the ongoing legacies 
and interconnections of  these kinds of  activities suggest direct relevance to my 
project.
The following section describes the work of  three artists under the heading of  
ecological poetics. This term is adopted to describe the use of  images in a relational 
mode which can be considered analogous to an ecological understanding of  
relationships, where multiple and complex interrelationships operate across an 
array of  agents. In the work of  Jochen Lempert, Wolfgang Tillmans, and Masao 
Yamamoto, three ostensibly disparate photographic artists, the image exists in 
relation to its peers, and meaning in the work is best understood as a complex 
negotiation between and across images. The ecological mode encompasses a 
subjectivity where the viewer is invited into negotiating their own relationship with 
the images and drawn into a consideration of  the biological and cultural processes 
of  seeing which the images are part of. Two of  the artists discussed below engage 
with images of  the nonhuman animal often, but are as interested in the image of  
the animal as it exists within a cultural framework as they are in offering viewers a 
glimpse of  a particular species. The ambiguity and analogical relationships which 
exists within all three practices makes them useful for considering how a sequence 
of  images can offer the viewer a sense of  their own entanglement in the process of  
looking, and in the wider world described in the images. 
For my project these three artists are closely related to the compositional atrategies 
I adopted in the major outcomes discussed in chapter five, the gallery installation 
the sun under the earth, and the publication Nocturnal Ecologies. In both of  these works I 
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emphasised the relationships between images. In the gallery installation particularly I 
worked across the space of  the gallery wall with an array based composition building 
on approaches used by the artists discussed below. 
The first artist in this section is Jochen Lempert, born in Moers, Germany, and who 
lives and works in Hamburg. Lempert studied biology, a field which continues to 
inform his practice through a systematic understanding of  perception as a function of  
ecology. This is combined with Lempert’s Darwinian approach to relations between 
species, populations, and the individual, in both human and nonhuman creatures 
captured with a gently compassionate sense of  photographic pathos. 
Lempert’s photographic works work adopts aspects of  the scientific tradition 
of  photography in illustrating the external forms of  creatures as evidence of  
relationships and adoption of  ecological niches. But his work is also imbued with 
a critical awareness of  this history, particularly in the recognition of  the inherent 
impossibility of  truly knowing another creature. For Lempert, awareness of  the 
perceptual process is central to the image making process, leading to work that 
challenges the viewer’s assumptions, while remaining sympathetic to their limitations. 
In White Light (Lempert, 2007) a slim perfect-bound volume from the Japanese 
publisher limArt, Lempert uses images from a variety of  previous work to build 
a sequence of  images across the pages. Considered alone, the images of  birds, 
mammals, humans, geological formations and other phenomena speak of  an artist 
interested in the construction of  the world, exploring and making images of  the 
ingredients and relations that make up the sites where life takes place. Lempert 
appears to side-step the widely accepted divide between the natural and the cultural 
by his grouping of  objects and processes rendered in silver gelatin rather than 
through a Linnaean insistence on categorisation and division. However, the images 
are not intended to be viewed as singular works, but as relations between images 
where pairings and sequences operate as the holders of  meaning. 
Approximately two thirds of  the way through the book Lempert engages in a 
photographic meditation on limestone and marble. A blank page spread, suggesting 
a break and the beginning of  a discreet chapter, borders this section. The first image, 
on the right, is of  the Barcelona Pavilion of  1930 (rebuilt in 1986) by the German 
architect Mies van der Rohe. This influential work of  modernist architecture was 
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designed as the German national pavilion for the 1929 Barcelona International 
Exhibition. It was disassembled in 1930, but because of  its enormous influence across 
the twentieth century was rebuilt and reopened in 1986 and currently stands on the 
original site in Barcelona. It incorporates four kinds of  stone: Roman travertine, 
green Alpine marble, ancient green marble from Greece and golden onyx from the 
Atlas Mountains (Fundació Mies van der Rohe, 2016). 
Lempert’s photograph depicts the shallow pool in the courtyard of  the pavilion, 
surrounded by marble walls, with a single pigeon flying out of  the frame and leaving 
a shadow on the sun filled left hand wall. The pattern of  the marble walls and ground 
of  the courtyard are prominent features of  the image. This is followed by an image 
of  a sculptural horses foot, broken above the fetlock and attached to a flat base of  the 
same stone. The traces of  working are visible on the surface of  the stone, highlighting 
Figure 15 Jochen Lempert, Untitled (Barcelona-Pavillion) gallery installation via http://www.
betweenbridges.net/Jochen_Lempert.html
Image removed due to copyright
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the fact of  imitation or a natural form in the statue, both the previous image and 
this one are of  artefacts of  human culture, one an icon of  European modernism, the 
other a fragment or remnant of  a classical world.
In this sequence, formal similarities merge with deeper connections based on subject 
matter to form an intriguing and poetic arc of  meaning. As the sequence is linear 
the images operate most clearly with those immediately before and after them, 
yet Lempert also uses visual rhymes and linkages across the sequence to create 
visually poetic connections between images separated by several pages. Lempert 
does this to engage the viewer in both an awareness of  their own process of  making 
meaning from the images, and through relating this to biological principles, into a 
consideration of  ecological relations. 
In an essay on Lempert, curator Chris Sharp discusses the artist’s work in relation to 
what he identifies as the dilemma of  anthropocentrism, which he describes as:
…Beckettian in scope and tragedy, in so far as the human being, though it might be able to 
conceive of  other perspectives, can never see the world from any other perspective than that of  
a human being. In other words it is trapped. And doubly so. Because it knows it’s trapped. 
Not just by its limited perspective, but also by its (inevitably thwarted) will to know the world 
beyond itself.
 (Sharp, 2015, p. 56)
Sharp recognises the nature of  Lempert’s poetics as a deliberation on human 
relations with the nonhuman through the photographic image emerging from a 
deep understanding of  the tragic ecological consequences of  much human activity. 
Rather than a condemnation of  human activity, however, Lempert communicates 
recognition of  this as a tragic human condition as much as a nonhuman dilemma. 
The work does not concentrate on encounter so much as coexistence. It represents a 
meditation on how we might consider the nonhuman creatures with whom we share 
the earth and how our ways of  seeing them are contingent upon the peculiarities of  
cultural assemblages unique to place and time.
Lempert’s work offers important precedents to my own research. Especially in 
how his sympathetic evocation of  ecological concerns is presented in sequences 
and arrangements to engage viewers in the process of  looking while offering subtle 
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relationships between images to invite reflections on the nonhuman. Lempert’s 
practice builds upon his biological knowledge within a tradition of  scientific 
illustration yet his works transcend these origins to offer a deeper engagement of  the 
viewer with the history of  image making and viewing the nonhuman world.
Lempert’s visual poetics build meaning through relations between images as much 
as through the subject matter depicted within single images. In White Light these 
images range across culture and nature to form a web of  meaning and possible 
connections for the viewer to grapple with. Allusions and visual echoes between 
images build the sense of  interconnection, in spite of  the lack of  a clear narrative. 
My project differs from Lempert’s especially in my concern with the connections 
between specific sites and in nocturnal encounters with animals, but his works were 
useful in considering the poetic scope of  my project that is in some ways congruent 
with Lempert’s allusive and evocative images. Lempert’s departure from narrative 
is greater than in my project, nonetheless he is firmly placed within a field of  artists 
whose ecological concerns expressed through photographic images offer viewers a 
subtle experience of  interconnection with the nonhuman through those images. 
Wolfgang Tillmans, a German artist who works between Berlin and London, 
uses photographic processes, making images of  the phenomena of  the world, and 
experiments with photographic processes that have resulted in abstracted images. 
Tillman is known for his installation practices that utilise spatial relationships between 
disparate images to build an experience of  sensibility using diverse photographic 
presentations. Although Tillmans approach to making images is in many ways quite 
different to my own, the strategies he uses in composing installations are highly 
relevant to my project. Building meaning through non-linear arrays of  images of  
varying scales which offer meaning through the dialogue between and across images, 
rather than linear narratives. 
In Studio, a 2016 exhibition at Galerie Buchholz in Berlin, Tillmans employed the 
installation style which has become his trademark. A diverse range of  print sizes 
and styles were deployed throughout the gallery space, hung in ways that would be 
unconventional for most artists but which have become something of  a convention 
for Tillmans. The exhibition was hung over two floors with multiple rooms on each 
floor. Spatial relations between images were highly considered, with particular 
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angles offering views though doorways which juxtaposed colour schemes or offered 
narrower windows onto larger works. 
The works cohered loosely around the theme of  studio, offering a framework for 
drawing connections rather than a tightly defined set of  works. The title draws 
meaning from works in relation to the studio, suggesting allusions where the image 
alone may not. The studio space is important as a site of  experimentation and retreat 
for Tillmans, as for many artists, for experimentation with formal aspects of  his 
practice, and as a counterpoint to his works that are documentary in tone, made in 
the field. The studio evoked by the title though does not appear to be a single space, 
rather an interior mental mode or amalgam of  creative impulses which cohere in 
a particular way in this exhibition. Tillmans array of  images is loosely structured; 
sometimes images relate overtly but more often they are allowed to interrelate openly, 
Figure 16 Wolfgang Tillmans “Studio” installation view Galerie Buchholz, Berlin 2016 http://www.
galeriebuchholz.de/exhibitions/wolfgang-tillmans-berlin-2016/
Image removed due to copyright
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the viewer forming connections through the process of  seeing the images. 
David Evans characterises Tillmans career as a ‘restless oscillation between wall and page, 
document and fiction’ (Evans, 2010, p. 110). Tillmans’ experiments with connective 
approaches to photography, working with sequences and spatial relations offer 
examples of  an artist building meaning across images, in this instance through 
installation on gallery walls, however Tillmans has also used the form of  the book to 
explore connective approaches to using images. This approach might be considered 
ecological in that it acknowledges interconnection and relationships and entangles the 
viewer in a complex web of  relations between, across and through images. 
The connective poetics which Tillmans works with is quite different in both subject 
matter and visual approach to the work I created during this project. Where 
Tillmans’ approach aligns it is in the creation of  a mesh of  images which use spatial 
and thematic relations to create a coherent sense in the viewer. Tillmans’ work does 
not concern itself  overtly with environmental or directly political concerns in general, 
though it is socially engaged in the representation of  particular lifestyles and social 
attitudes and a broad sympathy for social justice. 
Masao Yamamoto is a Japanese artist working with photography who in contrast to 
Sekula’s realist techniques uses a quiet and more formally oriented poetics to develop 
a thesis on interrelationships of  natural phenomena, humans, and nonhumans. 
Yamamoto’s process involves the creation of  delicate and singular prints, often 
stained with natural dying agents and with rough-cut edges. The printed images are 
created in small editions, each one with unique markings that are the products of  
the handmade process. Yamamoto’s thesis is simply stated however it builds upon 
long traditions within Japanese culture which speak to interrelationships between 
living beings and the underlying forces which animate life. These images differ 
significantly from the approach I undertake in my project, though there are aspects 
of  Yamamoto’s practice which offer similarities. In his artist statement, Yamamoto 
states: 
Just as a painter putting line to paper is attracted by natural forms, so I am attracted to 
natural phenomena when I release the shutter, it is fortunate that the machine we call ‘camera’ 
captures only that which is present before its lens. When imagination draws a line to boast 
creativity, a paintings without reality results. A photograph, however, is anchored in reality. 
71
I photograph to capture existing phenomena. Thinking about this day by day, the mountain 
ceases to be a mountain, the cloud is no cloud, things left behind are not left behind. . . maybe 
I begin to see what only I can see. Releasing the shutter, developing film, printing on paper - 
I accumulate impressions. I enjoy having these impressions in a leather box, in a drawer at 
home, or in an album.
 (PDX Contemporary Gallery, 2016)
In Kawa Flow # 1575 (figure 17), Yamamoto depicts an owl on a dark background. 
The image is relatively small in the context of  contemporary photography, smaller 
than an A4 sheet of  paper, though this puts it among the larger of  Yamamoto’s 
works. In grayscale, the owl is perched on a wooden pole or branch which bisects the 
image just under the middle and is tightly framed within the space of  the print, head 
and tail almost reaching the edge. The dark ground of  the image almost swallows 
the owl, which emerges as an intimidating figure from the gloom, appearing to frown 
deeply and staring out toward the viewer. The mantle of  dark feathers emphasises the 
eyes and beak and is echoed by the pattern of  horizontal stripes on the body. The owl 
is particular in the sense that the image holds an indexical relation to an individual 
owl which sat before Yamamoto’s camera, but it also retains a mythic quality, a sense 
of  holding a compelling power within its form.
Of  his installation practice Yamamoto states: 
Up to now I have been working in the form of  installation. What overflows from one 
photograph would flow into the next piece, and in two’s and threes, the groups would create 
a combined effect, like the layered notes of  an orchestra. But recently my thoughts are more 
focused on the individual incident - the urge to dwell deeper into each element is rising slowly. 
A landscape or an incident around me is cut out into a square piece of  photograph. What that 
square piece will inspire in you... perhaps it is something that already exists inside of  you.
 (PDX Contemporary Gallery, 2016)
Yamamoto’s distinctive prints are installed across a loosely gridded meshwork over 
the surface of  the available gallery walls. The images above are from an exhibition 
at Jackson Fine Art gallery in Atlanta. Yamamoto uses the gallery walls as a ground 
for the printed objects, an unusual approach to displaying photographic prints and 
one which is integral to Yamamoto’s approach to the process of  making meaning 
from images. The overall visual effect, of  a flowing array of  printed images, their 
72 Figure 17 Masao Yamamoto, Kawa Flow #1575, gelatine silver print 15.8 x 24cm, 
http://www.gallery51.com/index.php?navigatieid=9&fotograafid=61
Image removed due to copyright
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physicality heightened by the handmade quality of  the prints themselves, leads to a 
reading of  the images as a collective narrative with no linear sequencing, rather the 
eye is drawn across the arrangement, attention scattered among the delicate features 
in each print. The viewer is offered allusion and metaphor, suggestive of  an abstract 
sense of  relation to the world and other creatures that rests on common experience 
and shared being. 
The formal arrangements in Yamamoto’s work bear similarities to work I created 
during the course of  this research project, however in both the stylistic elements of  
the individual images and the overall effect of  the work it operates in quite a different 
Figure 18 Masao Yamamoto installation view from Kawa=Flow shown at Jackson Fine Art, Atlanta; 
http://www.jacksonfineart.com/artist_exhibit.php?id=117&exhibitid=30&imageid=1054
Image removed due to copyright
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way, drawing on aspects of  photographic pictorialism within images which remain 
deeply embedded in the analogue approach to photography. Yamamoto’s installation 
coheres around a sensibility rather than a theme or object which may be understood 
and classified through a reading of  the images combined, and in this way it differs 
significantly from my approach. His images operate in relation to each other, outside 
of  a linear framework, instead utilising varying amounts of  space to compose a 
wall-scale array. The varying distances and image content offer complex and subtle 
readings, allowing viewers to engage their own understandings and perception into 
the experience of  the work. 
The works of  the artists described above offer a diversity of  approaches to the 
creation of  work. Each work affirms the possibility of  a visual poetics offering a 
unique mode of  communicating aspects of  the ecological crises discussed in the 
first chapter. Although not all the work directly or explicitly engage with ecological 
concerns, considered as a group they suport the argument that poetic approaches 
can rovide insights and understandings not available to works which adopt a more 
didactic or literal approach, though these may be implicit and require the viewer to 
engage deeply with the work.  
This project uses strategies from both groupings of  artists discussed, using images to 
trace relationships between objects and processes across time and to draw the views 
attention to these through depictions, and also to use analogy and visual rhymes to 
suggest relationships exist between images and to the image as a representational 
structure. Building upon precedents established by the artists discussed in responding 
to the research questions provides a scaffold for understanding my own practice 
as well as contextualising the research within contemporary art. The contribution 
this project has made to the field is further discussed in the final chapter of  the 
dissertation.
In the next chapter I discuss the methods and methodologies used to develop 
responses to the research questions, and in doing so I continue exploring some of  the 
seams opened for exploration here and in the first chapter.  
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This chapter describes the methodology and methods used in the project, beginning 
with discussion of  some of  the theoretical and literary works that have informed the 
approach to the research, and then introducing the sites and connections between 
them that I investigate - including the particular historical and relevant spatial 
relationships. While my general methodology could be described as multispecies 
ethnography, it also incorporates a concern with the materials used by human 
societies, particularly brown coal, and the temporal dimension to these connections. 
The methods, practical means and details of  equipment are also described in brief  as 
well as some other relevant aspects of  the process of  making work.
The research commenced with a primary interest in the moment of  encounter 
between human and nonhuman animals within the city at night. This led to a desire 
to engage with the philosophical and ecological issues raised by such encounters 
through visual art practice. In making images and reading through the constellation 
of  literatures surrounding urban encounters between human and nonhuman animals, 
the project began to engage increasingly with the phenomenon of  light. This was a 
largely aesthetic approach; particularly in the way I used a camera mounted flash 
to create images of  individual animals and the surrounding environment in ways 
that created stark imagery. I reduced the blackness in these images to a plane with 
foreground objects and creatures rendered as lighter forms on black fields. 
Photographing nonhuman animals did not require university ethics approval. My 
interactions with animals during nocturnal encounters were conducted in a cautious 
manner, using quiet, slow movements to enable a close approach to minimise 
reactions of  stress or fear. Many species would not allow for such close encounters. 
My encounters with foxes, for example, were fleeting, but because the project aimed 
to fully acknowledge animal agency in the encounter, it was important not to use 
artificial means of  attracting them.
I did not use food to attract any of  the species I approached for this project for three 
reasons. First, there are legal restrictions on the feeding of  many nonhuman animals, 
secondly the possibility of  harm to the individual creatures encountered through 
feeding incorrect food was not something that could be justified by the aims of  the 
project. Moreover, crucially, an encounter mediated by food would shift the power 
relations of  the interaction, prioritising the human as provider. This would have 
dramatically altered the spontaneous qualities of  encounter. 
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Figure 19 Diagram of  thematic connections explored over the duration of  the project
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My interest in the aesthetic qualities of  light also led to a consideration of  how 
the photons which illuminate the city in a seemingly endless flow can be traced 
backwards from the light bulbs of  street lights, and from them down lamp posts 
to wire and transmission lines, and beyond to the distant connection to enormous 
turbine generators which operate continuously from the burning of  brown coal. 
The diagram above broadly describes the connections followed by the project. This 
representation flattens and simplifies the multiple threads connecting some sites and 
ecologies, however it is useful as a shorthand description of  the projects important 
themes and connections. This mapping of  interconnection echoes Alan Sekula’s 
long term project Fish Story (1995), whch was discussed in detail in chapter two. To 
reiterate in a different context Sekula’s work traced global logistics networks though 
shipping lines and ports was primarily driven by his curiosity about how images were 
complicit in the international movement of  marketable goods, a concern which led 
him to use images to create a transitive poetics (Sekula, 1997). 
Sekula’s discussion of  how photographic meaning is created and how the interaction 
between the viewer and the image can be understood, has been an important 
consideration in how I developed strategies for my artworks in installation and as 
sequences of  images in a book. 
In an obituary Steve Edwards argued that Sekula’s ‘brilliance was as a connective thinker. 
He had real difficulty halting the processual character of  his dialectical mode of  working: always 
seeing one more link; another possible juxtaposition’ (S. Edwards, 2014, p. 114). In tracing 
connections, through visual documentation, through written and audio narration, 
and within the system of  meaning in which photography operates Sekula brought 
the relations between these processes to the surface, rendering them clearer, and 
offered this as evidence of  the need for a changed social and political order. This 
aspect of  Sekula’s work is particularly useful to the project; especially its quality of  
attentiveness to the connections produced by the flow of  material objects and the use 
of  photographic means of  narrating them as a little observed aspect of  contemporary 
conditions. 
Though I trace my techniques of  spatial exploration through photographic imaging 
back to Sekula, it is also important to distinguish other aspects of  my methodology 
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from his. My primary concern in exploring the connections flowing through the 
urban night is not human suffering or capitalist exploitation of  human beings as such, 
but the tracing of  material flows, some through human labour, but primarily through 
ecological relationships and in and around built structures, as well as an exploration 
of  the perceptual experience and the mental ecology of  these spaces. 
In short, work produced in this research project espouses an ecological and poetic 
rather than Marxist or purely materialist sensibility, and explores how materials 
resonate with each other in influencing culture, and also how agencies other than 
the human are at work amongst each other and amongst the human in cities. It also 
reveals how human lives diminish the possibilities for other kinds of  lives to exist 
through an exploration of  how human lives are intricately connected with the lives of  
other kinds of  creatures and materials from across spatial and temporal gaps.
Anna Tsing’s ecologically inspired anthropological work exploring the web of  
relationships surrounding the Matsutake mushroom (Tricholoma matsutake) serves as 
a very useful example of  how an open ended inquiry can proceed if  it is not bounded 
too strictly by narrative and traditional academic discipline (Tsing, 2015). Tsing 
follows connections that might be overlooked by those less receptive to processes 
of  encounter between the human and nonhuman world. The mushroom is at the 
centre of  her inquiry, following its use by human beings and role in the formation 
of  international trade networks which often existed in parallel to more formally 
established supply chains. For Tsing, the mushroom as an organism is fascinating; 
it is a nonhuman agent, a living thing among depleted ecologies in heavily logged 
landscapes, and a sensory and perceptual stimulus which can offer both a long history 
of  associations for poets and a particular flavour for human consumption. It is also 
an object of  extraordinary value within particular temporal and spatial parameters 
(Matsutake can be extremely expensive when demand is high in Japan). For Tsing, 
the Matsutake is the central figure of  an inquiry ranging across cultural and spatial 
barriers. By comparison, the central concern of  my own research is process-based in 
its focus on the spatial and temporal connections between artificial light and brown 
 3.1 Connections through encounter
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coal. Rather than being restricted to specific sites, my work follows some of  the 
other dependencies and connections existing around these central relationships of  
encounter. 
Tsing’s work offers a way of  thinking about artworks as a flowing process of  ongoing 
investigation which does not need to proceed along a linear pre-planned track. As Tsing’s 
approach suggests following apparently disparate connections can constitute an effective 
stratagem for building studio based research aimed at revealing aspects of  contemporary 
environmental issues. The concept of  encounter between the human and nonhuman 
world is central to Tsing’s project, as she suggests:
why not make the strong claim and call it a science, an addition to knowledge? Its research object 
is contaminated diversity; its unit of  analysis is the indeterminate encounter. To learn anything we 
must revitalize arts of  noticing and include ethnography and natural history. 
 (Tsing, 2015, p. 37)
Tsing’s project frames encounter in ways that offer a useful way of  following through the 
complex connections across geographic and temporal spaces that this research project 
has undertaken. Her multi-species ethnography allows her to draw connections through 
encounter across apparently vast spatial and temporal gaps, following connections 
through the central figure of  the Matsutake mushroom. Thinking with mushrooms also 
affords Tsing a way to identify the variety of  economic and social practices underlying 
contemporary capitalist economies, as she traces the disparate and precarious ways that 
lives can be made amidst damaged ecologies. In my own research, following the light 
from the city has enabled a way of  revealing some of  the interconnections inherent in the 
nocturnal city, through images. The focus on encounter in Tsing’s project is central to the 
way that she traces and follows these connections, arguing that:
We are contaminated by our encounters; they change who we are as we make way for others. 
As contamination changes world- making projects, mutual worlds—and new directions—may 
emerge. Everyone carries a history of  contamination; purity is not an option. 
 (Tsing, 2015, p. 27)
Tsing’s understanding of  encounter is additive, a sequence of  meetings where beings 
exchange traces and ways of  being with each other, leading to ongoing change and 
dynamic shifts in ecologies and understandings. For Denise Levertov, in her poem 
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Come into Animal Presence (published in Poetry Magazine in 1960), the encounter 
between the human and nonhuman offers mystery and a strangely spiritual allure:
Come into animal presence.
No man is so guileless as
the serpent. The lonely white
rabbit on the roof  is a star
twitching its ears at the rain.
The llama intricately
folding its hind legs to be seated
not disdains but mildly
disregards human approval.
What joy when the insouciant
armadillo glances at us and doesn’t
quicken his trotting
across the track into the palm brush.
What is this joy? That no animal
falters, but knows what it must do?
That the snake has no blemish,
that the rabbit inspects his strange surroundings
in white star-silence? The llama
rests in dignity, the armadillo
has some intention to pursue in the palm-forest.
Those who were sacred have remained so,
holiness does not dissolve, it is a presence
of  bronze, only the sight that saw it
faltered and turned from it.
An old joy returns in holy presence.
 (Levertov, 2013, p. 146)
The figure of  the serpent, long vilified in the Christian tradition is found here more 
innocent of  sin than any human being. Despite this initial comparison, notably 
unflattering to the human, the four nonhuman figures introduced by Levertov in the 
opening stanza offer the reader behaviours and gestures unique to their own forms, 
rather than anthropomorphised attitudes. Levertov emphasises their strangeness to 
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human minds rather than assuming to know what the nature of  their experience is. 
The specificity of  the description, though brief, emphasises the individual agency of  
these creatures, and gives a palpable description of  a lived experience. This refers, 
back, we assume, to instances of  encounter experienced by the poet. 
The final character Levertov introduces, the armadillo, is a record of  the briefest of  
meetings, a glance only offered on the part of  the armadillo, whose appearance and 
subsequent exit from the stage of  the poem is an occasion for joy on the part of  the 
poet. This is a sense of  joy in being ignored rather than feared by a being engaged in 
its own destiny, leading to a question with which the second stanza opens.
The question, rhetorical, or perhaps an address to the reader, is about the nature 
of  this joy, how its impartiality should be understood and what it might mean. In 
asking this, Levertov situates herself  as a descendent of  the enlightenment, desiring 
explanatory footnotes for human thought and feeling. Yet, for Levertov, drawing 
precise definitions around the scope of  this sense of  joy is essentially secondary to 
feeling a sense of  mystery and spirituality in the presence of  other kinds of  being. 
In answering her own question, Levertov responds in a counter-rational way, with 
mystery and an openly intuitive response to the experience of  encounter. The poem 
offers us an account of  encounter that affords dignity and respect to the other, and 
perhaps even a sense of  worshipful admiration for the lives of  other kinds of  beings. 
Levertov’s spiritual explorations drew her to the Catholic tradition, away from the 
beliefs of  her Anglican childhood, and particularly to aspects of  this tradition that 
resonated with her strong sense of  social justice. Levertov’s sense of  the numinous 
in the moment of  encounter echoes long traditions of  compassion toward the 
nonhuman in the Catholic Church. This aspect of  Catholicism has recently been 
articulated by Pope Francis in the encyclical Laudato Si. Widely known as the 
encyclical on climate change, in this essay the Pope offers guidance to human beings 
on the causes and potential responses to global ecological crisis. Early in the text of  
the encyclical, the Pope praises Saint Francis of  Assisi, whose:
…response to the world around him was so much more than intellectual appreciation or 
economic calculus, for to him each and every creature was a sister united to him by bonds of  
affection.
 (Francis, 2015, p. 10)
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In the contemporary context of  ‘economic calculus’ where nonhuman life has little 
inherent worth, to relate to the nonhuman animal as a sibling, or even as a being 
worthy of  respect, becomes a radical position. The papal encyclical does not suggest 
that this position should be adopted by all people, but provides it as an example 
of  the potential from which a new kind of  relations between the human and the 
nonhuman could emerge. By emphasising the importance of  understanding the 
interconnectedness and coexistence of  all life, this aspect of  the Catholic tradition 
offers a frame for the moment of  encounter that Levertov engages with in her work.
For Levertov, encounter with the nonhuman animal can be among the most profound 
of  experiences, alluding to the Christian account of  creation that emphasised the 
harmony between human and nonhuman before the expulsion of  the human from 
the Garden of  Eden as punishment. The point of  connection felt by Levertov is 
in recognising the strangeness of  the animal from the perspective of  the human in 
conjunction with the shared faculties and potentials for awareness recalls this sense 
of  a lost communion with the nonhuman. This tradition has informed my thinking 
on encounter, offering a perspective which allows for wonder in the moment of  
encounter. 
John Berger suggests that the encounter is impossible in a site like the zoo because of  
the absolute marginalisation of  the animal in relation to the human being and the 
impossibility of  any authentic habitat or interaction. In looking at animals in zoos, 
Berger argues, we are condemned to disappointment. The lessening of  the animals in 
captivity represents a lessening of  the human, and for the possibility of  an encounter 
that is reciprocated.
The public purpose of  zoos is to offer visitors the opportunity of  looking at animals. Yet 
nowhere in a zoo can a stranger encounter the look of  an animal. At the most, the animal’s 
gaze flickers and passes on. They look sideways. They look blindly beyond. They scan 
mechanically. They have been immunised to encounter, because nothing can any more occupy a 
central place in their attention.
  (Berger, 2009, p. 23)
Walter Benjamin’s account differs from Berger’s as he recalls being entranced by a 
captive otter in the Zoological Gardens in his recollections of  a childhood in Berlin:
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For, to me, the long, sweet day was never longer, never sweeter, than when a fine- or thick-
toothed drizzle slowly combed the animal for hours and minutes. Docile as a young maiden, it 
bowed its head under this gray comb. And I looked on insatiably then. 
 (Benjamin, 2006, p. 80)
Benjamin describes his own interior state when watching the otter, basking in the 
rain, gleaming. The otter is a fugitive figure, but one which possesses a mystical 
power to draw Benjamin into its presence, rapt. The encounter depends not upon 
the attention of  the other, in this case otter, but its presence and proximity in relation 
to the sensing mind. This account of  encounter between the human and nonhuman 
does not attempt to grapple with the mind of  the other; Benjamin is content to reflect 
upon this moment.
Another, more contemporary, account of  encounter by Jane Bennett incorporates 
objects, loosening the traditional distinction of  living and non-living matter, 
offering the experience of  encounter more broadly to things, and thereby asking 
us to reconsider the idea of  agency and therefore what is distinctive about human 
experience:
I believe that encounters with lively matter can chasten my fantasies of  human mastery, 
highlight the common materiality of  all that is, expose a wider distribution of  agency, and 
reshape the self  and its interests.” 
 (Bennett, 2009, p. 122)
Bennett’s work on the agency of  objects is relevant in thinking about the interactions 
within the enormous infrastructure of  the electrical grid:
The electrical power grid is a good example of  an assemblage. It is a material cluster of  
charged parts that have indeed affiliated, remaining in sufficient proximity and coordination to 
function as a ( flowing) system. The coherence of  this system endures alongside energies and 
factions that fly out from it and disturb it from within. And, most important for my purposes 
here, the elements of  this assemblage, while they include humans and their constructions, also 
include some very active and powerful nonhumans: electrons, trees, wind, electromagnetic fields. 
 (Bennett, 2005, p. 446)
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Bennett’s account encourages a broad conception of  encounter, one that incorporates 
materials considered traditionally without agency or reciprocal intent. It was useful 
to this project insofar as it brought a broadened perspective to the term encounter, 
especially to the materials implicated in the artificially lit city. Brown coal is no 
longer a living entity, for many millions of  years it has existed under the terrestrial 
surface, compressing slowly and transforming from living plant matter into the 
carbon rich mineral which can be burned in power stations or pressed into the form 
of  the briquette for transportation and combustion elsewhere. Bennett allows us to 
think about the artificial lit city as a site of  encounter with this matter, through the 
transferral of  its inherent potential energy to the electrical grid and then further 
change into light as part of  a vast grid of  connected bulls and diodes. 
In an article which describes encounter from a variety of  perspectives, Maan Barua 
synthesises a range of  contemporary, suggesting:
Productive encounters with relations, forces and powers that are not our own, have immense 
potential analytical and practical purchase. To encounter is to become-worldly, to open up 
contingencies and processes of  life, rather than cutting up the world into inert natures and static 
societies. 
 (Barua, 2015, p. 269)
The authors discussed above offer multiple perspectives on encounter. Barua’s 
emphasis on opening up possibilities and processes is useful for this project in 
considering encounter as a possibility with a range of  living beings, and materials and 
processes. Tsing and Bennett bring complementary considerations to their conception 
of  encounter. Levertov and others whose primary focus is the nonhuman animal also 
offer great value in thinking on these particular encounters, but it is the conception 
of  encounter as a broader framing of  a way of  relating to the nonhuman which aids 
the project in its methodology. Barua’s framing of  encounter as a way of  interaction, 
which emphasises the opening, and unfolding of  relations and connections as 
opposed to envisioning the world as a collection of  distinct and inert objects is also 
useful for the methodology developed during the project, which has evolved as 
encounters led to new connections in fieldwork for my photographic work. 
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Fieldwork for this project took place in several sites, inside the cities of  Melbourne 
and Berlin, inside museums, and at sites of  mining and electricity production in 
Australia and Germany. Both Energy Australia and AGL allowed access to their 
mining and power station facilities in the Latrobe Valley. In Germany LEAG offers 
public tours of  the Schwarze Pumpe power station in the Lausitz region and public 
tours of  the mines there are also available. In providing access these organisations 
did not attach conditions to the use of  images or materials. This section provides 
some details of  the sites explored from a fieldwork perspective, with further historical 
context provided in Chapter four.
Fieldwork during the early phase of  the project largely comprised walking 
spontaneously at night through streets and along rivers and in parks where 
encounters with nonhuman animals were likely to occur, or alternatively walking 
along planned routes to particular habitats. Photographs were taken of  some species 
during encounters, along with other features of  the urban environment such as street 
lighting and built structures. 
At times, walking was supplemented by sitting quietly in places that were likely to be 
used by some of  the nonhuman inhabitants of  a particular area, although this tended 
to be a less successful strategy for encounter. What this strategy did offer, however, 
was a quiet time to consider how places are changed as the light changes, from 
dusk through to night, and to observe the gradual transition that occurs in sensory 
perception during this period. Inner city parks were a source of  regular encounters 
with several species, especially the brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula) that are 
abundant and easy to approach in many of  the parks of  Melbourne, which made 
them easy to photograph.
The brushtail possum was one of  the most commonly encountered species during 
fieldwork and became an important figure in the project. Brushtail possums are one 
of  the few possum species to coexist with humans in urban spaces, alongside the 
smaller ringtail possum (Pseudocheirus peregrinus) (T. Flannery & Schouten, 1994).
 3.2 Fieldwork
Figure 20 Digital contact sheet of  a sequence of  images made at night in Melbourne with brushtail 
possums.
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The behavioural patterns of  brushtail possums in urban areas, particularly feeding 
from vegetable and ornamental gardens and nesting inside household roofs, often 
leads to conflict with human inhabitants. In a survey of  Melbourne householders:
32% of  respondents had negative attitudes toward possums, 63.1% indicated their attitudes 
towards possums were positive and 4.9% did not indicate their attitude. 
 (Whiting, Miller, & Temby, 2010, p. 7)
Emma Power’s study of  home based encounters with brushtail possums noted that 
sharing a dwelling with a possum was a complex and often difficult situation for the 
human inhabitants, and one which provoked a sense of  rupture of  the expected 
boundaries between human space and natural space (Power, 2009). My encounters 
differed in that they were fleeting and I sought them out for a particular purpose, 
though the larger dynamic of  disruption of  expected boundaries between human 
space and the habitat of  nonhuman species was part of  the pattern of  encounters of  
the project. 
Though this fieldwork was not completed in a particularly systematic manner, I 
often explored specific locations during the early evening and then revisited them at 
night: at times with the expectation of  a particular kind of  encounter, and at others 
with a less specific possibility in mind. I also investigated various suburban and peri-
urban spaces outside the city centre, particularly along waterways such as the Plenty 
Gorge Parklands near Bundoora and various sites along the Merri Creek. I also 
explored the liminal zones at the edge of  urban space where large open grasslands 
allow indigenous species such as Eastern Grey Kangaroo (Macropus giganteus) to 
thrive, and where I also occasionally saw introduced species such as foxes. Electrical 
transmission lines run through some of  these liminal spaces, drawing them into 
the electrical grid as part of  the infrastructure supporting delivery of  electricity to 
Melbourne from the Latrobe Valley and other locations. 
I conducted several site visits to sites in the Latrobe Valley. Early in the project these 
were exploratory visits in order to understand the visual possibilities and develop a 
sense of  the scale and scope of  the operations and the surrounding environment, 
later I visited specific sites in order to make images and further explore the areas 
surrounding previously visited locations. 
Figure 21 Digital contact sheet of  a sequence of  images made at night in Melbourne of  lighting 
fixtures and urban trees
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Energy Australia provided access to the Yallourn mine for a guided tour in late 
2015. AGL also provided a tour of  the Loy Yang B power station and mine around 
this time. These tours allowed for photography and access to areas normally only 
accessible to staff of  the facilities. Staff at Yallourn also allowed for some brown coal 
to be collected from the mine.
I spent several days in Traralgon, the closest town to the Loy Yang mine and the 
two power stations (Loy Yang A and B) in 2017 in order to make more images and 
conduct research in the municipal library at Traralgon, which has a local history 
section that includes documents related to the mining in the region. During this 
visit I made two nighttime visits to the outside of  the power station for photography 
purposes. 
In considering the temporal aspects of  the brown coal, I conducted further research 
on other remnants from the period when the forests which were transformed into the 
brown coal were still growing. The Museums Victoria palaeontology collections hold 
a small number of  terrestrial mammal, reptile and bird species from the miocene era, 
some from Victoria. Many fossilised plants and pollen from the mines in the Latrobe 
Valley are also held in the collections. Staff of  the Museum was very generous in 
supporting the project by providing access to the collections, suggesting specimens 
and providing technical information about the specimens.
In discussion with Museums Victoria staff, it was agreed that images made during the 
work of  the project would be provided to the Museum under a Creative Commons 
licence, allowing for reuse and publication by the museum or members of  the public. 
Museums Victoria also holds the State Electricity Commission’s photographic 
archive in its collection, of  which around 1000 images have been digitised and made 
accessible online. This resource was useful and several images have been used in this 
dissertation.
The State Library holds significant resources related to the history of  the Latrobe 
Valley and Melbourne. Several images used as illustration in this dissertation were 
accessed from the online catalogue and several other documents were accessed 
in physical form and photographed. The collections of  the State Library that I 
consulted related to the work of  the State Electricity Commission, early geological 
Figure 22 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made during tour of  Loy Yang B Power Station
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Figure 23 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made at night around Loy Yang B Power Station
research in Victoria, and parliamentary reports relayed to brown coal mining. 
Archive images accessed from library collections offered useful background to 
some aspects of  the project as well as visual history of  some of  the locations and 
organisations relevant to the project.
I undertook two visits to Germany during the project. In 2016, I spent approximately 
two months in Berlin, and in 2017 I spent another month in Berlin with additional 
time visiting several locations used to mine brown coal for power generation. Both 
visits were made during the European summer in order to increase the likelihood of  
encountering species within Berlin as travel and movement on foot is significantly 
more difficult there during the winter season and many species are less active in 
winter. 
In Berlin I used a bike, buses, and trains to travel around the city, using mapping 
applications on a mobile phone to navigate. I also identified potential sites for 
research through the imagery provided by satellites in common mapping applications. 
This approach was based on several factors including the amount of  green space that 
might be suitable habitat for nocturnal species. I also undertook research into urban 
ecology specific to Berlin that enabled me to find several species including Northern 
Goshawks (Accipiter gentilis). German friends also recommended places in the city 
where they had seen species such as foxes (Vulpes vulpes) or hedgehogs (Erinaceus 
europaeus). I also consulted popular media where it was available in English; in one 
example this was useful in highlighting the number of  wild boar (Sus scrofa) within 
the city boundaries and in identifying areas where they are most active.
I drew up a short list of  places every few days and if  the weather was suitable I visited 
them during the late afternoon or early evening. Travelling around the sites by bike 
allowed a reasonably quick method of  surveying potential locations, and then as 
the sun set I was able to return to particular places. Sometimes sitting quietly was 
the best method of  ascertaining whether the site would be productive, at other sites 
walking quietly on foot was easier, for example along tracks through forests where 
visibility was low. I frequently revisited certain sites such as the Grunewald Forest 
at the outskirts of  the city near the old Olympic Stadium and the ruins of  an NSA 
spying station because they produced several encounters with wild boar as well as less 
dramatic creatures such as toads and foxes.
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The small town of  Welzow in the Lausitz region was a base for two visits in 2017. 
This town is directly adjacent to the Welzow Süd brown coal and has a long historical 
tradition of  mining. Staying in this town allowed easy access to the mine, which 
covers a large area and is easily accessible on foot from the town. Access to the mine 
is not as restricted as it is in Australia and there are also several viewing platforms 
providing clear vantage points over the mining activity. The mines in Germany are 
vastly larger in their area due to the coal seams being shallower, which means that the 
edges of  mines are not steep cliffs but large areas where overburden is either being 
removed or replaced meaning there is little danger of  accident in comparison to 
the Victoria mines where sharp drops of  tens or hundreds of  metres at the edges of  
mines are common.
The Schwarze Pumpe power station is located nearby and public tours are run twice 
daily on Saturdays. These are conducted in German, which I found challenging, but 
the guides were very generous in providing some English language documents and 
DVDs. The tour is quite extensive, allowing access to the working furnace and also 
to the viewing area at the top of  one of  the two main buildings, providing views out 
over the cooling towers and across the region.
While conducting fieldwork in this region, I also visited Haidemühl, a small town 
with a glass industry located several kilometres from Welzow, where in 2017 I 
photographed abandoned buildings and the remnants of  industrial activity. Some 
of  the town’s buildings are still standing, though trees and plants are growing 
inside many as roofs slowly collapse and let in water and sunlight. Many buildings 
have already been destroyed entirely, while newspaper reports suggest that existing 
buildings will be destroyed in 2018.
During 2017, I also briefly visited several sites outside the Lausitz region that were 
important in the development of  techniques for the production of  brown coal, some 
of  which were connected historically to the Latrobe Valley (further discussed in 
Chapter four). I visited the town of  Bedburg in North Rhine-Westphalia for several 
days to explore the mines and power stations surrounding the town. Walking enabled 
good access to the facilities as they were adjacent to large reserves and public roads. 
The Garzweiler mine, which is one of  the largest open cut mines in Europe (currently 
48 square kilometres) provides a viewing platform with a spectacular view over the 
mine and to the nearby power station Neurath. Much of  the agricultural land near 
Figure 24 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made at Kraftwerk Schwarze Pumpe, Germany
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Bedburg has been recovered after mining was exhausted in the Fortuna mine, though 
there are several memorial stones for villages destroyed by mining processes.
I deliberately kept the equipment used during the project simple. Most images were 
made with a Canon 5D Mark II, a digital camera with interchangeable lenses, often 
paired with a Canon 580 EXII flash unit which was used mounted on the camera at 
night. For the vast majority of  images I used a 50mm lens, with a 100mm macro lens 
being used occasionally during fieldwork and regularly in studio based photography. 
I used external lights, a tripod, and other lighting accessories during studio based 
photography to control the lighting of  objects. This basic equipment set up for 
fieldwork provided a consistency and familiarity to the quality to the images, and also 
had the benefit of  being relatively light equipment to carry when travelling on foot or 
by bicycle. The use of  a single lens for most fieldwork provided a single compositional 
frame to work with. The importance of  this is hard to estimate, but it allowed images 
to be pre-visualised and composed in ways that required less initial planning and 
more reflexive processes in later developing the image.
I used an iPhone 6S for some video work, which I mounted on a custom handle to 
allow for two external LED lights to be mounted on either side of  the lens. In general 
video was not a large part of  the visual work created for this project, though those 
that were selected are important to the overall visual outcomes and research process.
Fieldwork led to the collection of  a large body of  digital photographs and video 
material. This was collated and formed an archive of  material which I used for the 
development of  visual strategies and presentation methods. Working within this 
archive of  materials allowed visual exploration to take place, connecting sites through 
images and developing visual strategies for printing, presentation, and installation. 
 3.3 Camera equipment
Figure 25 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made during fieldwork in Haidemühl
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One of  the primary visual strategies I explored during the project was working 
with relations between images as an analogue to the relationships between sites and 
processes which were explored during the project. This was conducted in the studio 
and in other locations at RMIT where spaces were available for use.
I used Canon Digital Photo Professional for the conversion of  RAW camera files 
and Adobe Photoshop for basic image processing. In general images were not 
significantly modified. I applied some cropping and standard preparations for print, 
such as contrast adjustment and sharpening to images and in a few instances other 
minor aspects of  images were modified using editing tools in Adobe Photoshop. For 
example in some studio images I digitally removed distracting pieces of  coal grit from 
compositions. 
The contact sheets included above give some indication of  the approach to making 
images at particular sites and with particular materials. These are a very small 
segment of  the archive built up over the course of  the project, which concluded 
with several tens of  thousands of  images stored on hard drives and as prints. The 
approaches taken to working with these images are further detailed in the final 
chapter, however it is useful to provide an overview of  the methodology here. 
In general multiple images of  a particular object or location were created. The 
criteria I used to evaluate these are difficult to define precisely. Some held obvious 
visual flaws, distractions from the primary subject matter, and in general this quality 
clarity was important for the images. The visual language adopted by the project 
was primarily grayscale, and the use of  several stylistic devices to build a connective 
sense among the images, centre weighting the subject matter, often with black ground 
surrounding the figure to highlight it with flash illumination combined with a more 
detached style where the composition suggests and equal weighting across the frame.
In general, the technical aspects of  the image making process were not a priority of  
this project. For some artists and photographers, the medium becomes an intrinsically 
important part of  the research process itself, whereas in this project the image itself, 
decoupled from the medium of  reception (or at least to the extent this is possible) is 
what I regard as the centrally important result. I consider this further in chapter five, 
where I discuss the ways the project contributes to its aesthetic field and community 
of  practice.
 3.4 Studio work
Figure 26 (over page) Digital contact sheet of  selected images made of  brown coal pieces in studio
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I used a range of  approaches to printing images. For exhibition purposes I used a 
specialist commercial printer, which provided for very high quality printed outputs 
with useful consultation and discussion from the staff. Test prints for layout and image 
review purposes were made on photocopiers, which gave adequate results for testing 
purposes. 
I used Adobe InDesign for the layout of  photobooks, and  produced dummy 
photobooks using commercial services from Blurb and, for more basic layout tests, 
used photocopier printed images stapled together. The books produced using Blurb 
were used to test the physical layout of  particular sequences, which constituted a 
significant aspect of  the projects visual experimentation. This is further discussed in 
Chapter 5.
In addition to the images and video made during fieldwork, I also collected objects 
from sites. These included those directly relevant to the project such as pieces of  
brown coal from the mines visited as well as more ephemeral material such as 
documents from the abandoned town of  Haidemühl and pieces of  glass found 
around the edge of  that town, along with stones and other items which were of  
interest but not necessarily to be used in the project. 
I documented some of  these objects in the studio using basic lighting and neutral 
backgrounds as well as in more experimental images using colours and more tightly 
directed lighting. This studio aspect of  the project added some important images to 
the project archive and allowed some sculptural experiments to be conducted, which 
are further discussed in chapter five.
At the Melbourne Museum, I took a similar visual approach using a simple 
background and one or two lights used to create images of  objects on a neutral light 
grey or white background. In chapter five I discuss more fully the development of  
particular works and the contributions these make to the field of  practice. 
This chapter has described the methods undertaken in the process of  developing 
response to the two research questions, both theoretically and in the description of  
the practical means of  working such as fieldwork and locating urban encounters with 
nonhuman animals. The term encounter has proved very useful in providing a means 
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of  thinking through the interconnections and meetings with objects, processes and 
nonhuman animals within the project. In conjunction with the concept of  encounter, 
the processes of  tracing flows of  energy and materials forms the theoretical 
grounding for the project. 
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In this chapter I discuss some of  the historical and contemporary relationships 
between sites that I investigated, in ways that respond to my second research 
question:
How can such visual poetics be used to explore the relations implicit in lighting the 
contemporary city in a time of  ecological crisis?
The latter part of  this question refers to the relations implicit in lighting the 
contemporary city in a time of  ecological crisis that I address here as multilinear, and 
hence include diversions across space and time, some of  which are pull away from the 
core content of  the project, but which have informed my work. Historical research is 
important to the general aims of  my project, since it provides a specific context to the 
works produced while also suggesting fruitful connections underlying the ecological 
relationships I explore visually in response to the research questions. By mapping 
out these connections in this chapter I am able to directly address the relevance 
of  these visual relationships before discussing the works in more detail in the final 
chapter. This historical research and exploration of  relationships is important to 
understanding how my images respond to the aims of  my research.
Brown coal is an important material for the project in providing a sequence of  
linkages across space and time that intersect in the transformation of  matter into 
electrical energy. In Melbourne and Berlin brown coal has been an immensely 
important resource for the provision of  electrical energy. Indeed, across much of  the 
modern world the physical matter of  coal in general and, in the sites I have chosen, 
brown coal in particular has contributed a great deal to the development of  the 
complex economic and social infrastructure. As George Orwell observed:
Our civilization, pace Chesterton, is founded on coal, more completely than one realizes until 
one stops to think about it. The machines that keep us alive, and the machines that make 
machines, are all directly or indirectly dependent upon coal. In the metabolism of  the Western 
world the coal-miner is second in importance only to the man who ploughs the soil. He is a 
sort of  caryatid upon whose shoulders nearly everything that is not grimy is supported. 
 (Orwell, 1959, p. 8)
In areas around Melbourne and Berlin brown coal continues to be burned for 
electricity generation and here it is worth going into some detail about the substance 
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itself  and its origins. Coal is a term for compacted and fossilised plant matter 
containing a high amount of  carbon, allowing it to be burned as a fuel. Coal is 
formed: 
…with the accumulation of  plant material in swamps or bogs. Decaying plant matter that 
builds up at the bottom of  bogs or swamps is called peat. After other sedimentary layers bury 
the peat deposit, the weight of  these sediments builds up and compacts it. Other chemical and 
physical processes also alter the peat, including pressures exerted by tectonic forces as continents 
move and crash into one another. These processes eventually turn the layers of  compacted peat 
into rock we can mine. 
 (Long, 2016, p. 1)
Coal formation takes vast amounts of  time as the peat:
…accumulates very slowly at about one millimetre a year on average… although it can 
happen faster, up to 2 to 3 millimetres per year in the tropics. At that rate, it would take about 
12,000-60,000 years to accumulate enough peat to form a three-metre coal seam. 
 (Bailey, 2013, p. 2)
Historically, it is black coal that has been used most widely. Black coal was deposited 
largely during the Carboniferous period (359–299 million years ago) and became the 
main source of  fossil fuel that drove the industrial revolution. It has been suggested 
that the amount of  carbon deposited in this coal is the main cause of  the dramatic 
global cooling and glaciation which occurred at the end of  the Carboniferous period 
(Feulner, 2017). By comparison, brown coal is considered an inferior energy source 
because of  its higher moisture content. Brown coal much younger than black coal. 
The brown coal in the Latrobe Valley in Victoria originates in the swamps and forests 
of  the region between twenty and fifty million years ago. The amount of  brown coal 
in the Latrobe Valley is vast:
The thickness of  individual seams, five of  which are >100 m, and the vertical multi-seam 
levels are without parallel in the World. The Latrobe Valley Group is uplifted near the South 
Gippsland Highlands on the southern and western flanks of  the basin to form structural highs, 
which bring the coal seams to economically mineable depths. Here some 30 billion tonnes of  
economically winnable open cut coal has been defined within the Yallourn and Morwell Seams. 
 (GR Holdgate, Kershaw, & Sluiter, 1995, p. 251)
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The many similarities between developments in the Latrobe Valley and the Lausitz 
region are related to the fact that the brown coal was formed in essentially the same 
way during approximately the same period. It is worth quoting at length here from a 
geological perspective: 
…the timing and depositional processes between the German brown coals and Australian 
brown coals, is remarkably similar. A coastal environment, largely controlled by the upward-
lightening, upwards-drying lithotype cycle is invoked in both cases... light lithotype coal 
immediately below the disconformity surfaces in the Lusatia brown coals has its equivalent in 
the mainly in-situ weathered light/pale lithotypes in the Latrobe Valley. 
 (Guy Holdgate, Wallace, O’Connor, Korasidis, & Lieven, 2016)
These similarities are a useful point of  connection for the project, aligning the ancient 
climactic conditions of  the two sites in addition to the contemporary linkages. During 
the Miocene, when most of  the coal first started to form the climate of  the Latrobe 
Valley was quite different:
 rainfall in the area was more than twice the 850 mm received today, with significant seasonal 
variation. The mean annual temperature estimate of  about 19°C, indicating a mesothermal or 
subtropical environment, is some 2–5C higher than present. 
 (Sluiter, Kershaw, Holdgate, & Bulman, 1995, p. 277)
Interestingly, though not directly relevant to the research, the most similar 
contemporary environment to the Latrobe Valley during this period can be found in 
New Zealand:
the modern lowland bogs of  South Westland in New Zealand have remarkably similar floral/
ecological gradients to those of  the Oligo-Miocene Morwell 1B brown coal
 (Korasidis, Wallace, Wagstaff, & Holdgate, 2017)
The shared conditions of  creation of  the brown coal in the Latrobe Valley and the 
Laustiz region of  Germany echo the contemporary impacts the brown coal is having 
on climate, theough its use in energy generation. Later in this chapter, I discuss in 
more detail the development of  the brown coal as a resource for electricity generation 
in the Latrobe Valley and in Germany, but in essence the brown coal is mined close 
Figure 27 (over page) Brown coal from Yallourn mine in the Latrobe Valley, Victoria. 2017. This 
image was used in both major outcomes for the project.
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to the power stations, dried slightly and then burned. Burning the coal produces 
heat, which is then used to create steam, which then drives a turbine. The power of  
this movement is converted to electrical energy through an electrical generator. The 
burning process also releases the stored carbon from the coal in the form of  carbon 
dioxide, which is a significant contributor to global warming. 
Only about 35% of  the potential chemical energy in coal is converted to electrical 
energy, due to losses through heat and inefficiencies of  the turbine generation process 
(Schobert, 2014).
For this project I collected pieces of  brown coal during fieldwork in the Latrobe 
Valley in Victoria (Yallourn, Loy Yang) and the Lausitz region of  Germany (Welzow-
Süd). It varied in texture and composition: some pieces are distinctively woody with 
the structure and form of  branches and bark still apparent in the material, while  
other pieces are more like compressed and dried peat, a crumbly conglomerate with a 
texture somewhat like dried mud. 
I have used images of  brown coal in the artworks produced as part of  this project, 
Figure 28 Kraftwerk Schwarze Pumpe, generator room, Germany. 2017.
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emphasising the physicality of  the material and its plant-based origins. 
My encounter with the brown coal was an important aspect of  fieldwork. While 
holding pieces of  brown coal and walking amidst the enormous open cut mines 
gave me a sense of  the enormous physical scale of  the mining and combustion for 
electricity, I found it more difficult to conceive the enormous temporalities inherent 
in this material. In Germany particularly, the mines are vast operations, covering the 
entire landscape when viewed from the edge. The Welzow-Süd mine spreads out for 
over eight kilometres along one axis, and almost six kilometres North to South. As 
noted by Guy Holdgate (1995) the Latrobe Valley seams are unusually thick, leading 
to mines which are deeper but do not cover as much total area as the German mines.
Figure 36 Welzow Süd brown coal mine, Germany. 2017.
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 4.1 Museum interconnections
There are important material connections between the geological collections in 
Museum Victoria and brown coal from Germany that are germane to my project, 
and which occurred through the collection building efforts of  Sir Frederick McCoy 
the first director of  the institution which would later become Museums Victoria. 
In 1854 McCoy was appointed to the position of  Professor of  Natural Science at 
the University of  Melbourne. Going into some detail on some aspects of  McCoy 
provides one of  the interconnections between German and Australian brown coal. 
McCoy built the museum from a very basic collection of  primarily economical 
important specimens to a scientifically significant and wide ranging collection 
(Fendley, 1974). In 1970, the Museum’s curator of  minerals, A.W. Beasley published 
an account of  McCoy’s foundational collection building:
He built up the collections mainly through purchases from the German dealer, Dr August 
Krantz of  Bonn. Purchases of  minerals, rocks and meteorites from Krantz were made mainly 
between 1858 and 1868. In 1858 a collection of  4,000 mineral specimens was purchased 
from Krantz for £200. The hand-written lists of  these specimens are still used by the 
Mineralogy staff to check information. In I860 a collection of  1000 rock specimens was 
bought from the same dealer for £54. 
 (Beasley, 1970, p. 2)
The mineral specimens purchased by McCoy included many plant fossils from 
German brown coal formations, including some holotypes (the original specimen 
used to define a species taxonomically). This material connection between the 
museum in Melbourne and the brown coal mines of  Germany, although primarily 
from the North West Rhine Westphalia region in west Germany, is one of  several 
links between German brown coal fields and Victoria, and several such specimens 
were photographed as part of  the project. These physical and social connections were 
an important linkage explored during the project, one of  several direct connections 
between German and Australian exploitation of  brown coal.
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McCoy’s German correspondent was August Krantz. Krantz began selling mineral 
specimens in 1833, and moved to Berlin four years later to reach larger markets (Dr. 
F. Krantz Rheinisches Mineralien-Kontor GmbH & Co. KG, 2017). He later moved 
to Bonn and became one of  the most well-known dealers in fossils and geological 
specimens in Europe. His company was passed on through family members and is 
still operating from the headquarters in Bonn and through an online store. 
These spatial and temporal linkages through museum collections materially connect 
the centre of  Melbourne to the brown coal mines of  Germany through small pieces 
of  coal, stone, and fossilised plant matter. The sale of  such objects in the nineteenth 
century before brown coal was mined to any significant degree in Victoria, not only 
offer a fascinating glimpse into the trade in scientific specimens and the culture 
developing around a radically different perspective on the past, but also into the 
culture of  the colonial society in Victoria. There are vastly more brown coal related 
specimens from Victoria in the Museum Victoria collections. Many plants have 
been identified from the compressed traces left within the coal itself, and at least 
one unique mammal species has been discovered through the mining activity in the 
Latrobe Valley, and all that remains of  that species is stored in the Museums Victoria 
palaeontology collections in the museum in Carlton Gardens, Melbourne. These 
connections, along with others, draw together the German and Australian facets of  
the project.
In palaeontology the smallest division in the classification is the specimen, referring to 
the remains or traces of  a single living thing or object which may be a single item or 
multiple items in a single box or in multiple boxes. 
One box in Museum Victoria contains several bones from the foot of  Macropus 
mundjabus, an extinct species of  kangaroo, found only in a single location at Morwell 
in the Latrobe Valley during excavations for coal mining. The site was excavated and 
specimens removed before mining operations continued and the ground where the 
fossils were found has now vanished as the mine has removed the coal underneath it. 
The bones of  several specimens of  Macropus mundjabus are now preserved in the 
palaeontology collection of  Museum Victoria.
The experience of  holding the bones of  a long extinct wallaby made me wonder if  
this could be described as an encounter across time. I have considered encounters 
Figure 30 (previous page) 1857 Letter from August Krantz to Frederick McCoy regarding the purchase 
of  fossil and geological specimens. Access courtesy Melbourne Museum. Author’s own photograph.
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with living creatures as a mutual experience in perceiving the presence of  another 
mind, but of  course the mind of  this extinct wallaby is long forgotten. Its skull 
is crushed and deformed, and the eye sockets are empty. Yet, to the expert, the 
specimen offers the possibility of  reconstructing traces of  its existence in life. Its forms 
suggest specific behaviours also evident in encounters with living wallabies in rocky 
areas. Using this description and experience of  other encounters, the imagination can 
reconstruct how an encounter with such a creature might have been experienced. 
In describing this species of  extinct kangaroo, Tim Flannery used the form of  its 
foot to surmise that it was better adapted to be agile enough to clamber over rocky 
surfaces rather than to the need for speed across flat grassland, like contemporary 
Figure 31 Macropus mundjabus remains in cardboard box, from the Melbourne Museum 
palaeontology collection. 2018. Tim Flannery named the species ‘mundjabus’ from the word 
‘mundjab’ which he translates as ‘he has gone’ in the local indigenous language.
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rock wallabies:
Overall, in consideration of  the character-states it shares with rock-dwelling, and to a lesser 
extent, dense scrub-dwelling species, it appears that M. mundjabus could have occupied either 
of  these two niches. However, because most of  its shared attributes are with the rock-dwelling 
species, it is more probable that rocky areas were its preferred habitat. This would make it 
unique in being the only species of  Macropus to occupy this niche. 
 (T. F. Flannery, 1980, p. 47)
To the untrained eye these subtleties in bone form are not noticeable. But it is such 
slight variations, which in comparison with the bones of  other species, can be used 
to infer a great deal about animal behaviours, feeding patterns and relationships 
to landscape. This particular specimen was found in an area that was later entirely 
excavated for the mining of  brown coal. 
Figure 32 Book Spread from Nocturnal Ecologies, on the right is a vertebrae from Macropus 
mundjabus. This work is further discussed in chapter five.
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After the coal was formed, it was affected by fire, (perhaps from lighting) that burned 
a depression into the coal, which then filled with sediment and water. At some point 
several kangaroos fell into the pool, where they were stuck in the viscous clay and 
died. Their remains were sealed by the clay, leaving impressions of  their fur in good 
detail, as well as the bones (T. F. Flannery, 1980). 
The bones of  the kangaroo found at Morwell became an important connection point 
in the research and in the outcomes. In the spread above the bones are incorporated 
in a spread with electrical transmission lines, themselves linked to the brown coal 
physically through the generation of  electricity in power stations. Without the mining 
activity, it is probable that we would not know of  Macropus mundjabus at all, since 
it is not known in other locations. The date range suggested by Flannery for this 
specimen suggests that it would never have encountered a human being:
Flannery (1980) considered the clays to be late Pliocene–early Pleistocene. This is the best 
estimate so far, but currently no certain age can be assigned to the Morwell Local Fauna. The 
fauna includes approximately 40 well-preserved, partially articulated skeletons and skulls, 
which are often crushed.
 (K. J. Piper, Fitzgerald, & Rich, 2006, p. 1244)
Many fossilised remains have been found through the activities of  mining for coal 
and other minerals, though coal tends to wear vertebrate remains away due to its 
acidity. Dr John Long (Tim Flannery’s cousin and frequent collaborator) discussed 
the unforeseen benefits of  the relationship between extractive mining and fossils:
Although coal is much maligned because of  its byproducts from combustion, the factors 
responsible for coal accumulation also give us fossil treasures from the past. To stop coal 
mining would undoubtedly mean many good fossils remain in the ground. But the long-term 
health of  our planet is a bigger priority. 
 (Long, 2016, p. 3)
The Pliocene commenced around 5.3 million years before the present and concluded 
at approximately 2.58 million years before present. It is hard to comprehend such a 
vast scale of  time. The words are easy enough to say: Miocene, Pleistocene, millions 
or billions. But thinking of  the duration of  years, or how much happened in the days 
and months of  the period between when an individual Macropus mundjabus slipped 
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to the bottom of  a pool of  water to the present is perhaps impossible. Or at least 
we can only understand it in a limited fashion, thinking of  it in relation to human 
lifespans, multiplied by many, many times. James Hutton first popularised the idea 
of  deep time or geological time. His insight into the great scale of  temporality, which 
followed from his research, was an important milestone in understanding the scale 
of  the universe and how human beings relate to it. As Cinzia Cervato and Robert 
Frodeman argue:
the ramifications of  Huttonian time have reverberated across culture—scientific, economic, 
political, and religious. Biological evolutionary theory is impossible without the spans of  
geologic time (Gould, 1987). Nor can we begin to adequately understand our economic and 
environmental challenges—the end of  the age of  oil; the prospect of  future climate change; the 
loss of  biodiversity; the fatality of  current rates of  consumption—without the perspectives of  
deep time.
 (Cervato & Frodeman, 2012, p. 1)
The colourful charts produced by the International Commission on Stratigraphy 
provide a sense of  layered time; the accretion of  eras piling up onto one another, 
divided by crisp dark lines and neatly recognisable. However the objects we can hold 
in our hands that have existed through these periods offer no such certainty, and the 
chart can only ever be an approximate guide. The wallaby from Morwell cannot, 
at least with dating techniques available, be dated with certainty. The estimates for 
the clay in which the remains were found are broad, from late Pliocene to early 
Pleistocene. The encounter of  holding the bones allows for reflection on the deep 
temporal scales of  this species and the material poetics of  the brown coal itself, which 
is vastly older. 
Brown coal has been of  enormous importance to Victoria during the twentieth 
century, providing electricity and fuel for heating and jobs etc. On the fiftieth 
anniversary of  the State Electricity Commission (SEC) Cecil Edwards adopted a tone 
of  almost religious awe in promoting the achievements of  the organisation on behalf  
 4.2 Brown Coal in Victoria
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of  the State of  Victoria:
Yet beneath those valleys, where the Gippsland pioneer and his stock were displacing the black 
man and the kangaroo, lay thousands of  millions of  tons of  a lightweight brown stuff, that 
looked like something between dried mud and coal, which would spread brilliant light and 
power, then unimaginable, to the furthest parts of  Victoria, to the farms and dwellings deep 
in the bush as well as to thriving, spreading cities and towns. The settlers descendants, by 
the flick of  a switch, would be able to command a genie to bring them safe, clear, unwavering 
light, to warm them and cool them, to keep their food fresh and wholesome, to pluck out of  the 
air news and entertainment, to provide a mysterious energy, flowing endlessly from a wire, to 
turn machines that would lessen the curse of  Adam.
 (C. Edwards, 1969, p. 6)
Prior to British colonisation the area now known as the Latrobe Valley and much 
of  what is now Gippsland was home to the Gunaikurnai people such as the ‘black 
man’ named by Edwards, and there is evidence of  occupation for at least 22,000 
years (Tout-Smith, 2003). Within twenty years of  first contact following disease and 
colonial massacres the many thousands of  Gunakurnai had been reduced to an 
estimated one hundred people. This aspect of  the history of  the Latrobe Valley is out 
of  the scope of  the project, but is important to note that the land upon which mining 
and power generation activities are currently undertaken was taken in a violent 
process best described as genocide.
Minor mining activity had been undertaken in Gippsland for decades before it was 
exploited at a scale that would allow the enormous transformation of  Victorian 
society afforded by electrification. In July 1889 a Royal Commission was established 
to inquire and report as to the best means of  developing and promoting the Coal 
Mining industry of  Victoria. Sir Frederick McCoy gave testimony:
I have no doubt whatever that in the Cape Otway forests, in many places, there are great 
deposits of  coal, which may reasonably be sought for, and may probably be got by sinking 
inland. I am equally convinced that it is proper to recommend a large expedition on boring to 
test the value of  the Latrobe District; to test, in fact, under the Tertiary rocks a great extent of  
the Gippsland country back from the sea coast… 
 (Frederick McCoy in Victoria. Royal Commission on Coal, 1891, p. 391)
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The final report of  the commission was published in 1891, stating:
…the carbonaceous deposits of  Victoria are not only extensive and valuable but practically 
inexhaustible; that coal mining may be conducted profitably and a new and important industry 
established, rendering the colony independent of  extraneous sources for the supply of  coal for 
steaming, manufacturing, and household purposes. 
 (Victoria. Royal Commission on Coal, 1891, p. v)
It was not until after the First World War that brown coal mining activity was again 
proposed. The allied victory in the First World War made German technological 
advances in the utilisation of  brown coal more generally accessible. As Professor (later 
Sir) Edgeworth David, a well-known explorer and geologist, observed in an article 
following his visit to Germany:
…he visited the Fortuna, one of  the most important of  the great brown coal mines. Nothing 
like these mines has yet been developed in any other part of  the world. The mines have the 
form of  huge open cut quarries, and coal is cut away from the seam, which in places has a 
thickness of  over 200ft., by an ingenious mechanical contrivance. This is an electrically driven 
rotating steel cutter, enclosed in a kind of  steel truck which admits of  being alternately lowered 
and raised so as to operate on the whole face of  the cliff. The electric power is generated on the 
spot.
 (Sydney Sunday Sun, 1919)
The incoming chief  engineer of  the Victorian Electricity Commissioners, Herbert 
Harper, read the article and with the cooperation of  the Victorian Premier was 
able to relay a message to General Sir John Monash, who was still in England 
organising the demobilisation of  Australian soldiers, asking for details of  the 
German operations. Monash organised a party led by Major Noel Mulligan to travel 
to Germany and retrieve information on the technical machinery and processes 
undertaken in using brown coal. Mulligan travelled to the Fortuna mine to collect 
information, some was made available to him by the mines owners but after several 
failed attempts to acquire more complete details the plans for the mine were stolen, 
copied, and returned during the night. A German photographer was employed to 
provide photographs of  the mine and machinery (C. Edwards, 1969). 
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The 1919 report of  the Electricity Commissioners to the Victorian Parliament noted 
receiving the report, without mentioning the covert means that were used to gather 
some of  the information:
An examination of  this report and the photographs and drawings accompanying it, bring 
out very clearly the similarity in many respects to the conditions obtaining at Morwell. The 
physical characteristics of  the coal deposits show many like features and the method of  
working, particularly since the war conditions rendered the adoption of  mechanical appliances 
imperative, could quite simply be adapted to the Morwell Brown Coal-fields should such a 
course be considered desirable after comparison with modern practice in other parts of  the 
world.
 (Electricity Commissioners, 1919, p. 32)
Figure 33  Victorian Parliamentary Papers for 1919 open to the page containing images of  the Fortuna 
mine and equipment. 2018. Authors own photograph, access courtesy State Library Victoria. 
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Sir John Monash was named chairman of  the State Electricity Commission in 1921. 
He presided over a period of  massive development and his great acclaim as a hero of  
the First World War allowed him to gain great public and government support for the 
organisation and the plans for the Latrobe Valley:
…with Monash’s leadership many of  the S.E.C’s original ambitions were realized more 
rapidly than would otherwise have been the case in the unfavourable atmosphere of  the period. 
Furthermore, these early achievements allowed a broader base of  operations to be developed 
over the next forty years. As such it would seem more than just historical sentiment that 
permits Monash, now in oils and bronze, appropriately to preside over the S.E.Cs Melbourne 
headquarters and the township of  Yallourn. 
 (Spaull, 1969)
The Morwell Plan, as it was initially named, was re-named Yallourn, combining 
two words from Gunaikurnai language into a neologism meaning brown fire. The 
plans included a mine for brown coal, a briquette works, a power station to provide 
electricity to the state, and a town for the workers to live, where it was planned 
that each household would have enough room to have a garden and keep a horse 
(Weston, 1981). The town was designed to be attractive and appealing to the workers 
and their families:
Yallourn was a beautiful town designed on ‘garden city’ principles. As a company town, it was 
also a tool of  engineers, determined to secure an acquiescent workforce through the provision 
of  ‘ideal’ living conditions. Built, owned and governed by the State Electricity Commission of  
Victoria (SEC), it was a component of  the modernising machine that would electrify Victoria. 
 (Fletcher, 2002, p. 240)
Following his death in 1931, Monash was remembered for his legacy as chairman 
of  the State Electricity Commission and was renowned as a war hero with his name 
adopted by many geographic features and public institutions including several 
monuments erected in his memory. 
My research into the history of  brown coal in Victoria, its connections to German 
technology and the social and economic effects of  brown coal on the city of  
Melbourne informed the artworks which were the central outcome of  this project, 
along with a consideration of  the nocturnal ecologies that pertain to this history I 
Figure 34 (over page) Detail of  statue of  Sir John Monash, by the sculptor Peter Corlett. 2018. This 
image was used in the second primary outcome of  the project, the book Nocturnal Ecologies. 
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incorporated the figure of  Monash into the visual work through images of  statues 
honouring his memory, including the image above, and on the right hand page below, 
of  his horse from the Statue near the War Memorial in Melbourne.
Monash is still a respected figure particularly in Victoria but also more generally in 
Australia. In 2018 a small group of  Federal Government members of  parliament 
formed a group called the Monash Forum to lobby for the expansion of  coal based 
electricity generation. Descendants of  Monash and others involved in celebrating 
his legacy as an apolitical figure objected strongly to this, arguing that he would have 
advocated for the most technologically advanced mode of  electricity generation 
available rather than continued reliance on brown coal (Karp, 2018). 
The legacy of  Monash as chair of  the SEC is complex. The mass electrification 
Figure 35 Spread from Nocturnal Ecologies (2019) featuring a detail from the statue honouring Sir 
John Monash by the sculptor William Leslie Bowles on the right page. This work is further discussed in 
chapter five. 
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provided enormous social benefits for human beings in Victoria, however even in 
well planned projects such as the model town of  Yallourn the positive contribution 
developed away from the original intentions of  the planners.
Yallourn was built on top of  coal, and as demand and production of  electricity 
from brown coal increased, the expected life span of  the town decreased. Enormous 
reserves of  brown coal were underneath the town, and ultimately access to the coal 
was more valuable than the town for the SEC. Residents were warned and although 
there were protests the entire town was owned by the SEC, giving the residents very 
little control or voice in opposition to the destruction of  their town. In 1954 5,850 
people lived in the town, this declined to 1825 in 1976 when businesses were closing 
and people were moving away before the final destruction occurred (McGoldrick, 
1984). The community who lived at Yallourn and their relatives continue to celebrate 
the town, and there is an annual community gathering which draws hundreds of  
past-residents and their families.
The Latrobe Valley and the development of  a brown coal mining was pivotal for the 
development of  a mass electrical grid for Melbourne, and Victoria more broadly. The 
development at Yallourn led the way for other mines and power stations by the SEC 
that supplied, and continue to supply, the vast majority of  Victoria’s electrical energy. 
These assets were sold to private owners during the 1990s as part of  broader trends 
towards divestment of  ownership by state and Federal governments. This history 
is included here not as original findings of  the project, but as background to the 
linkages explored during the project. 
The connections followed in my fieldwork led from the city of  Melbourne and its 
electrical grid back to these events, and particular to Yallourn as the initial and 
most well documented of  such sites in the early part of  the twentieth century that 
brought dramatic improvements in living conditions for Victorians. The shadow of  
these improvements in material wellbeing continues to be the environmental cost, in 
particular the large output of  carbon dioxide into the atmosphere and loss of  habitat 
for nonhuman species. 
Figure 36 (previous page) Loy Yang B power station at night, one of  the more recent developments in 
the Latrobe Valley. 2018. Image used in the Nocturnal Ecologies book.
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Michael Faraday’s lecture series The chemical history of  a candle was originally delivered 
in 1848 at the Royal Institution in London. In the lectures Faraday lucidly explained 
the chemical interactions occurring as matter is converted to light. In covering 
fuels and the conversion of  carbon based materials into carbon dioxide through 
combustion Faraday touched upon carbon dioxide as a product of  coal, 
I have shewn you that the carbon in burning burns only as a solid body, and yet you perceive 
that, after it is burned, it ceases to be a solid. There are very few fuels that act like this. It is, 
in fact, only that great source of  fuel, the carbonaceous series, the coals, charcoals, and woods, 
that can do it. 
 (Faraday & Crookes, 1908, p. 171)
In the introduction to the 1908 edition Sir William Crookes contextualised the 
lectures, suggesting methods of  illumination allow for societies to be placed in 
hierarchical scale:
The means adopted by man to illuminate his home at night, stamp at once his position in the 
scale of  civilisation. The fluid bitumen of  the far East, blazing in rude vessels of  baked earth; 
the Etruscan lamp, exquisite in form, yet ill adapted to its office; the whale, seal, or bear fat, 
filling the hut of  the Esquimaux or Lap with odour rather than light; the huge wax candle on 
the glittering altar, the range of  gas lamps in our streets, all have their stories to tell.
 (Faraday & Crookes, 1908, p. 9)
Equating the night-time illumination of  urban spaces with technological and 
civilizational development has been a continuing theme in western philosophy and 
art. During and after the period known as the enlightenment in particular, it has 
become a powerful metaphor for knowledge, progress, and the power of  human 
reason (Bille & Sørensen, 2007). 
This image (below) of  a light globe was made in my studio. The light globe is a 
mundane piece of  technology to the contemporary eye, though it is part of  a long 
development of  artificial lighting technology which has helped to transform the 
contemporary city. Lighting in urban spaces has a long history, with many technical 
developments which have altered the quality and brightness of  light provided, but as 
Sandy Isenstadt, Margaret Petty, and Dietrich Neumann suggest:
 4.3 Ecologies of Light
Figure 37 (over page) Light globe. 2017. An image used in the book Nocturnal Ecologies
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…lighting is not merely a matter of  function. Public lighting has never been merely a matter 
of  providing illumination to facilitate traffic or to provide greater safety for people moving about 
after dark. Whether in Istanbul, London, Paris, Los Angeles, or Mumbai, lighting always 
has had symbolic associations. It has expressed political and economic power, and whether in 
eighteenth-century London or twentieth-century Mexico City 
 (Isenstadt, Petty, & Neumann, 2015, p. xx)
Lighting serves political and social requirements as well as practical benefits related 
to navigation and safety. When Melbourne celebrated its centenary in 1934, for 
example, light was used to transform the nocturnal city. The State Electricity 
participated in these celebrations and documented them in images later kept 
in Museums Victoria Collections. The night-time ecology of  urban spaces was 
fundamentally altered by the introduction of  large scale electrification. 
Figure 38 Melbourne Centenary Illuminations, Melbourne from the Yarra, Victoria, Australia, 1934. 
Public domain from State Electricity Commission of  Victoria (SECV) Museums Victoria. https://
collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/1547776
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In Germany, the National Socialist government put the theatricality of  artificial light 
at night to more sinister uses, most prominently in the large rallies held in Nuremberg 
in the South of  the country. In Berlin, the 1936 Olympic Games closing ceremony 
featured a similar cathedral of  light effect with search lights pointed directly upward, 
enclosing the participants in a spectacular wall of  light, but these kinds of  light 
displays had been developed earlier:
In the 1920s, Berlin became a leader in theatrical urban floodlight arrangements that exploited 
the development of  powerful searchlights during World War 1. For several nights in 1928, 
selected buildings were brightly illuminated in one of  Germany’s first light festivals, “Berlin 
im Licht.” Artificial light thus became an instrument of  urban design, emphasizing historic 
buildings or marking areas of  importance. 
 (Isenstadt et al., 2015, p. 69)
Figure 39 Still from Olympia (1938) by Leni Riefenstahl depicting the lighting of  the closing ceremony 
of  the 1936 Berlin Olympics.
Image removed due to copyright
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This use of  lighting to shift spatial perception within urban and highly modified 
spaces for human perception echoes the broader ecological effects discussed 
in chapter one where many species are significantly affected by the increasing 
illumination of  large parts of  the global night. The history of  this use of  light is not 
the subject of  this project, it is enough to register the political and social uses of  this 
illumination and that, as Scott McQuire has suggested:
…the fusion of  light and movement rapidly became a hallmark of  the modern city, 
establishing a spatiality which is both exhilarating and potentially disorienting to its 
inhabitants. What emerges for the first time is an Other city, an oneiric city which exists only 
at night and whose dream forms have only tenuous connections to the prosaic spaces of  the 
waking day.
 (McQuire, 2005, p. 6)
The changes in form and perceptual space suggested here are aligned with Tim 
Edensor’s suggestion that the eradication of  darkness within much of  the urban 
environment, though connected to issues of  safety, and particularly for women 
(Loewen, Steel, & Suedfeld, 1993), has also contributed to a sense of  increasing 
regulation and control of  the urban environment:
In recent history, darkness has been conceptualised negatively, for instance, with the ‘dark side’ 
and the ‘forces of  darkness’ conceived as the opposite of  that which enlightens and illuminates. 
Perhaps such metaphors testify to earlier urban conditions in which perils of  all sorts lurked 
in the nocturnal city and doors were closed when darkness fell. Yet modern illumination has 
transformed nocturnal urban experience, producing cityscapes of  regulation, hierarchical 
selectiveness, consumption, fantasy and imagination.
 (Edensor, 2015, p. 422)
Artificial lighting technology advanced with electricity generation and distribution 
technologies and is now ubiquitous in developed cities across the globe, and as 
discussed in earlier chapters it has significant effects on the nonhuman inhabitants of  
cities as well as the human ones. 
This image (next page) shows the traces of  light reflected by insects attracted to a 
lighting fixture in Melbourne’s Carlton Gardens. The lines are caused by a relatively 
long exposure of  approximately six seconds. This image is one of  many in the 
Figure 40 (over page) Insects attracted to nocturnal lighting in Carlton Gardens, Melbourne. 2018. 
This image was used in the publication Nocturnal Ecologies, which is further discussed in chapter five.
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outcomes of  the project that references the artificial light of  urban spaces and its role 
in the ecology of  the city. 
In the next section I provide some further context onn the social and ecological status 
of  the two cities explored in the project, first Melbourne and then following with 
Berlin. 
Prior to British colonisation the area that is now Melbourne was the home of  people 
who spoke the Woi wurrung and Boon wurrung languages, part of  a broader cultural 
grouping of  indigenous people who spoke Eastern Kulin languages. These people 
lived as hunter gatherers, with most people working a few hours per day to gain the 
food and other material requirements for living and moving within predetermined 
areas as the seasons shifted (Presland, 2010). 
Recent scholarship has begun to explore some of  the complex ways in which 
indigenous Australians managed their local environments. Bruce Pascoe’s Dark Emu 
(2014) especially, has used colonial records to improve our understanding of  the 
agricultural systems employed by indigenous peoples, while Bill Gammage’s The 
Biggest Estate on Earth (2011) has shown how much active ecological management was 
undertaken within these societies. Hunting and gathering were not opportunistic 
activities, but rather a harvesting of  actively managed food and cultural resources 
used in long standing social traditions which acknowledged ecological relationships.
In the 2016 census Melbourne was recorded as having a human population of  
approximately 4.7 million people. The total land area of  greater Melbourne is 9992.5 
km2, giving the city a total population density of  479 people per km2 (Australian 
Bureau of  Statistics, 2018). This is the highest population density of  an Australian 
city, but low by many international comparisons due to the relatively large amount 
of  land used for individual houses in many suburban areas. Inner Melbourne (an 
area comprising several inner city suburbs) has a much greater density, with just over 
635,000 people in 142.4 km2, making the total density 4467.1 per square kilometre.
 4.4 Melbourne
Figure 41 (over page) Melbourne and the Latrobe Valley (lower left) from above, oriented East 
upwards. Image from Google Earth. Used under licence.
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Melbourne contains some areas of  remnant native vegetation and more highly 
cultivated open park areas that allow for nonhuman life to coexist within the city. The 
relatively low density of  the suburban area has been identified as useful habitat for 
some species:
the low-density, “quarter acre block” suburban development that typifies much of  Melbourne 
allowed vegetation to exist on part of  the property. Today, this vegetation helps to support 
large populations of  certain faunal species. Those that have thrived in Melbourne however 
are generally urban tolerant species that can utilise resources from a wide area … These 
include Rainbow lorikeets (Trichoglossus haematodus), Grey-headed flying-foxes (Pteropus 
poliocephalus) and Brushtail possums (Trichosurus vulpecula). 
 (Ives et al., 2013, p. 392)
Figure 42 Foliage photographed on the campus of  Melbourne University, an inner city area with some 
green spaces that support a range of  species. 2018.
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As well as allowing gaps for some nonhuman species to live, this relatively low density 
of  housing requires large amounts of  electrical energy. In the state of  Victoria 
electricity is almost entirely generated from brown coal sourced from the Latrobe 
Valley (Earth Resources Development Council, 2010). Per capita this electricity 
source, combined with high overall energy usage means that human beings in 
Melbourne have among the highest per capita carbon dioxide output on earth 
(Environment Victoria, 2015). 
Renewable energy sources have increased slowly as the cost of  solar photovoltaic cells 
and wind turbines has decreased, however these currently comprise a low percentage 
of  total electricity generation capacity. Figure 30 depicts the sources of  electricity 
generation from 2008 to 2015, all of  which are dominated by brown coal.
Figure 43 Victorian electricity usage totals (Gigawatt hours) 2008-2015 with generation sources. Based 
on data from the Australian Government Department of  Industry, Innovation and Science https://
industry.gov.au/Office-of-the-Chief-Economist/Publications/Pages/Australian-energy-statistics.aspx#
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In June 2016, the Victorian Government committed to Victorian renewable 
energy generation targets of  25 per cent by 2020 and 40 per cent by 2025 (State 
Government of  Victoria, 2016). These targets are subject to political debate and may 
be altered when parliamentary majorities change after elections.
Berlin the capital city of  Germany and a state within Germany’s federal system is 
surrounded on all sides by Brandenburg State, though it is administratively distinct. 
In 2016 Berlin proper had a human population of  3.5 million, within the greater 
Berlin-Brandenburg Metropolitan Region that has a population of  5.8 million. The 
population density is 3,809 people per square kilometre. 
 4.5 Berlin
Figure 44 Berlin from the International Space Station.  2013. The upper parts of  the city are lit by 
whiter light than the lower parts in this image. Used under licence from ESA/NASA.
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Like Melbourne, Berlin is a culturally diverse city, in 2008 it was estimated that 
around 30% of  the population was born outside Germany with significant 
populations born in Turkey and Poland as well as many other nationalities (World 
Population Review, 2018).
Although it is only obliquely relevant to the research undertaken in this project, 
it is worth mentioning the recent history of  Berlin. After the fall of  the National 
Socialist regime in 1945 the city was occupied by four of  the victorious powers, the 
United States and its allies France and Great Britain occupied the majority of  the 
western part of  the city, and the Soviet Union occupied a section in the eastern side, 
as well as a large area of  land surrounding the city on all sides. Relations between 
the occupying powers quickly deteriorated, with land blockades by the Soviet forces 
forcing the airlifting of  supplies into the allied portion of  the city, and in 1961 the 
Berlin Wall was built to separate the East from the West. 
After the fall of  the Soviet Union and German reunification the city was again a 
single entity. The urban lighting systems of  Berlin still shows the line between the 
two divided sections at night, as shown in the figure above. The two regimes installed 
lamps with different colour temperatures:
The fluorescent, mercury arc, metal halide and gas lamps used in the western half  produce 
a whiter and often stronger light than the orange yellow of  the cheaper sodium vapor lamps, 
favored in the east since the 1960s. 
 (Isenstadt et al., 2015, p. 67)
The urban ecology of  Berlin has been relatively well studied, with some of  the 
foundational work on flora in urban wastelands being conducted by Herbert Sukopp 
in the period when travel outside Berlin was restricted due to the wall (Kowarik, 
2008). 
Berlin has a rich biodiversity, which results from a range of  factors including a 
heterogenous land use pattern consisting of  a mixture of  parks, gardens, relatively 
intact forests as well as highly modified spaces within the city boundary. A transect 
study from the outskirts to the city centre revealed highest diversity between these two 
areas where a diversity of  habitat types afford opportunities for multiple species, as 
Figure 45 (previous page) Berlin (top left) and the coal mines of  the Laustiz region (lower right) from 
above. Image from Google Earth. Used under licence.
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depicted in the chart below (Zerbe, Maurer, Schmitz, & Sukopp, 2003).
It is a city with many urban parks, including the well documented Tiergarten close to 
the centre of  the city, which has been traced back as an identified parkland to 1530 
(Bartels, 1982). Walter Benjamin describes his childhood wanderings in the park in 
his memoir of  childhood, recalling wandering the curving paths and foliage with a 
sense of  loss which foretells the terrible destruction wrought in this part of  the city in 
the decade to come (Benjamin, 2006).
Ecological impacts have been an important consideration in urban planning since 
the 1980s, with some planned projects cancelled or modified significantly to suit 
biodiversity outcomes (Lachmund, 2013). The Tempelhof  Airport was closed in 
2008 and left as an open field after public protests, it is now an important habitat 
for many species, with grass left to grow in specified areas which allows species such 
Figure 46 Species density in Berlin. Reprinted from (Zerbe et al., 2003) with permission from Elsevier.
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as Eurasian skylark (Alauda arvensis) to breed, creating prey for populations of  
Northern Goshawk (Accipiter gentilis) (Liptrot, 2015).
The Berlin electrical grid is deeply interconnected with the electrical grid of  
Brandenburg and has little electricity generation of  its own. The chart below 
illustrates the various locations and sources of  electricity generation in Berlin and 
surrounding Brandenburg State.
Figure 47 Berlin and Brandenburg electricity generation. Fossil here refers to brown coal. Reprinted 
from (Moeller et al., 2014, p. 41) with permission from Elsevier. The Laustiz region is by far the largest 
source of  electricity, with over 75% coming from brown coal.
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The Lausitz region south of  Berlin provides a majority of  the electrical energy for 
the city and the rest of  Brandenburg State, and most of  this electricity is generated 
from the burning of  brown coal. The relationship of  the Lausitz is similar in many 
ways to the Latrobe Valley’s relationship to Melbourne, located at a similar distance 
and historically dependent on resource extraction to generate electricity for the 
population of  the city and associated industry.
The Energiewende (the word is usually translated as energy transition) is the name for 
a German plan to reduce carbon dioxide outputs from energy generation by 80-95% 
by 2050 (from 2005 levels) and phasing out nuclear energy generation by 2022 while 
maintaining a competitive and stable economy and energy grid, requiring significant 
restructuring of  the electrical infrastructure, as well as investment in new technologies 
and social outcomes (Schmid, Knopf, & Pechan, 2016). The decision to halt nuclear 
Figure 48 Spider in web attached to lighting fixture in Berlin. 2017.
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power generation earlier than initially planned in reaction to the Fukushima disaster 
in Japan has led to an increase in carbon dioxide outputs as coal has filled the gap 
left by nuclear power, though this is expected to reduce as greater renewable energy 
generation capacity becomes available (Renn & Marshall, 2016).
Welzow is a small town in the Lausitz region of  Brandenburg State, approximately 
140 kilometres south east of  Berlin. The Welzow Süd brown coal mine is located 
directly adjacent to the town. The town features a history walk which provides an 
overview of  mining activities in the area and their relationship to broader regional 
and German history and several public memorials and sculptures related to the 
mining heritage of  the town and the region. The Welzow Süd mine has been a site 
for archaeological research, which is undertaken opportunistically as soil is removed 
for mining (Raab et al., 2016).
 4.6 Welzow and Welzow Süd brown coal mine
Figure 49 Welzow Süd brown coal mine. 2017.
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The image above, one of  many made on and around the Welzow Süd mine gives 
some sense of  the scale of  the mining. The mine produces twenty million tons of  
brown coal annually (LEAG, 2017).
Historically mining, primarily for brown coal, and related industries have been 
the major employers in the region. Of  the approximately 80,000 jobs in brown 
coal mining in the region when it was still part of  the former East Germany, only 
around 8,000 remain (Becker, Dohmen, Traufetter, & Winter, 2017). The decline in 
employment was rapid following the reunification as figure 50 illustrates.
After the Soviet Union fell and the Germany was reunified: 
 the catastrophic conditions within the industry came to light. Production processes did not meet 
Figure 50 Brown coal related employment in the Lausitz region, 1989 - 2015. Data from STATISTIK 
DER KOHLENWIRTSCHAFT e.v. https://www.kohlenstatistik.de/3-0-Uebersichten.html
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Western German technological standards. Working conditions were also hazardous and the 
levels of  environmental pollution were extreme. Bringing the industry up to Western standards 
entailed a drastic consolidation, which led to the immediate closure of  numerous plants and 
open-cast mines. 
 (Schwartkopff & Schulz, 2015, p. 14)
This has led to continuing political tension in the region related to employment 
and environmental impacts. The right-wing AFD has become the most popular 
political party in the region, in part by provoking fear of  continuing loss of  economic 
benefits of  brown coal mining (Becker et al., 2017). The Welzow Süd and the nearby 
Schwarze Pumpe power station (Kraftwerk Schwarze Pumpe) have also been the sites 
of  environmental protests related to the continuing use of  brown coal and concern 
over its impact on climate change:
In May this year [2016], 3,500 protesters occupied the Welzow-Süd open-cut brown coal 
mine in Lusatia, stopping diggers, conveyor belts and train tracks and forcing the owner of  the 
mine, the Swedish state-owned company Vattenfall, to halt operations there for a weekend.The 
protest, known as Ende Gelände, was one of  a number of  simultaneous actions around the 
world — including a blockade of  the Newcastle coal terminal on Australia’s east coast 
 (Tom Morton, 2016)
The coal seams of  the Lausitz are relatively thin in comparison to the Latrobe Valley 
seams. In Welzow Süd brown coal is mined between 90 to 130 metres below the 
surface and is between 10 to 16 metres thick (LEAG, 2017). In the Hazelwood mine 
brown coal is found around 18 metres below the surface and the average depth of  
the coal seam is around 100 metres (ENGIE, 2018). This leads to the mines of  the 
Lausitz spreading farther and moving more quickly than in the Latrobe Valley, which 
has lead to the continuing loss of  villages and towns which stand in areas where 
brown coal is accessible beneath them. 
The residents of  the small town of  Haidemühl were relocated in 2006 to make way 
for the expansion of  the Welzow Süd mine and the location became known as Alte 
(old) Haidemühl. A new town, also called Haidemühl, was built for the residents, 
approximately 15 kilometres from the existing town. At the time, the Welzow Süd 
mine was owned by the Swedish state owned energy company Vattenfall, however it 
was sold, along with many other assets in the Lausitz region to the Czech EPH Group 
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and operated by a subsidiary company branded LEAG. The glass factory which was 
the main industry of  Haidemühl would have celebrated its 150th anniversary in 
2015 had it not been abandoned, with complete demolition was scheduled for 2018 
(Richter-Zippack, 2014). 
When the National Socialist government came to power in 1933 a Jewish man, 
Adolf  Schiller, owned the glass factory. He was forced to sell the factory because of  
his race. During Soviet occupation the land and factory was confiscated and became 
public property (Wendler, 2003). Since 2007 four more villages have been abandoned 
to make way for mining (Tom Morton, 2016). These details are extraneous to the 
central concerns of  the project, but demonstrate how these interconnections draw 
in a variety of  historical and social concerns, which offer further possibilities for 
research and exploration.
Figure 51 Ruined buildings in Haidemühl. 2017.
144
In this chapter I have described the key connections in the main locations I explored. 
The research into these sites informed the development of  artworks which draw 
connections time and space. The spatial and temporal narratives highlighted in this 
chapter are not necessarily made explicit in the images, whether used in installation 
or composed in the pages of  a book, but underlying relationships of  sites and objects 
that inform the images are a crucial aspect of  my practice as an artist and are implicit 
in all my responses to the research questions. 
Describing the historical narratives in detail has been important to how I developed 
a visual poetics in response to the sites. The artworks developed from this material 
reference it directly in some cases, but these relationships are more implicitly in most 
others. In the next chapter, I outline the development of  these works as well as the 
two primary outcomes and their relevance to the field of  practice.
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In this final chapter I describe how my research makes a contribution to the fields of  
ecological visual poetics and environmental critique. I begin by briefly discussing the 
field as also discussed in chapter two and then give an overview of  the contributions 
the project has made in relation to the research questions. Specific works and 
installations are discussed in relation to their contextual relationship with other forms 
of  visual practice, environmental critique and the ecological humanities. 
The immediate antecedents for Ecologies of  dark, light, and time were artworks I 
made at McRobies Gully Tip, in South Hobart, Tasmania in 2013. In those works 
I was primarily concerned with landscape, and particularly how landscapes are 
perceived socially and managed through local governance as part of  ecological 
infrastructure. Spending time on the tip site at night upon condensed layers of  
human detritus, I watched as brushtail possums, wallabies and feral cats are from the 
garbage, when in the darkness I felt a strange kinship and interest in their experience. 
After moving to Melbourne, I encountered brushtail possums in the inner city parks 
at night which seemed unafraid in the presence of  humans, which was perhaps due 
to a history of  people feeding them or other human encounters that did not pose a 
threat. These moments of  nocturnal encounter led to a developing sense that there 
was a particular phenomenon of  night-time encounters that seemed connected to 
some of  the global crises in ecology, though at that point the spatial and temporal 
scope of  the relationships was still unclear.
This project became more sharply defined as I developed the scope of  the research 
questions that provided core objectives while allowing for the development of  an 
open-ended research methodology of  the phenomenology of  encounters with the 
nonhuman and a visual response to multispecies ethnography. The first question 
In what ways can visual poetics reveal the temporal foundations of  the nocturnal 
city as a place of  encounter with the nonhuman world? situates the project in the 
nocturnal city while emphasising the temporal depth of  the project. While the field 
of  visual poetics required a theoretical investigation it provided a reliable framework 
for the studio-led methods and the emphasis on encounter was important to my 
phenomenological methodology. 
The second question, How can such visual poetics be used to explore the relations 
implicit in lighting the contemporary city in a time of  ecological crisis? incorporates 
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the larger context and rationale for the project- especially global ecological crises, 
as well as extending the ethnographic scope of  the methodology with its focus on 
the material foundations of  how two comparable cities are illuminated in an era of  
global environmental deterioration. 
In response to these questions I have accumulated a substantial body of  work that 
offers new ways to consider ecological processes within a framework of  human 
activity without taking an overt or didactic political stance. My aim with these 
artworks is to engage viewers to consider how social processes and ecological relations 
interact with their own lives. It involved a deliberately open-ended approach to 
human encounters with the nonhuman as a way of  working across multiple sites 
and temporal dimensions to draw the viewer into a mesh of  spatial and temporal 
interconnections. 
In chapter two I argued that there are two frameworks essential to my approach to 
visual acuity in photography, realist poetics and ecological poetics. Such definitions 
are useful in considering how artists use groupings of  images to construct meaning 
and to address the social questions inherent in their works. In responding to the 
research questions these groupings were also useful for framing my own practice 
and how my research makes a contribution to the fields of  art I have identified. The 
two primary outcomes that have informed the findings are an exhibition of  printed 
images in mid 2017 and the publication of  a book consisting primarily of  images in 
early 2019. 
As I began fieldwork and the research unfolded, I developed a substantial archive 
of  images, Most of  which were simply composed, usually formed by a single subject 
surrounded by black and centred in the frame. Other images were themselves 
centred around blackness, surrounded by light. These compositional strategies of  
simple presentation, stark contrast, and direct description emphasised the loose 
narrative structure of  the installations by presenting each image as a direct moment 
of  encounter as a single phrase from a long poetic sequence or fragment of  a larger 
whole
The images were created at separate locations and have different subject matter 
and were not intended as sequences offering a perspective on any singular site or 
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phenomena. Instead they focus on spatial and temporal interconnections, and it 
was the creative process of  combining images made in disparate locations that gives 
the work structural and imaginative coherence. I continued this process as more 
images were added to the archive, offering greater possibilities for more complex 
connections. The process of  developing this approach to visual composition was 
an important finding of  my research particularly in relation to the second research 
question; How can such visual poetics be used to explore the relations implicit in lighting the 
contemporary city in a time of  ecological crisis? Experimentation in the studio between 
relational arrangements and multiple images was a core aesthetic strategy in 
developed in response to the research questions. Early experiments included audio 
recordings, however as the visual approach developed I found that the additional 
medium distracted from the focus on the image and decided not to continue with 
sound as a medium.
Figure 52 Early studio experiments incorporating audio recordings with images printed on varying 
surfaces. 2016.
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The early stages of  composition explored some of  the more formalist aspects 
considerations of  the works. The black plane which recurred in the background of  
many images made at night was referenced through the use of  black paper to print 
on, leaving the image largely invisible to the viewer in ways that were suggestive of  
the questions of  visibility and human perception underpinning the project. To see 
the printed image required viewers to shift their position in relation to the print. This 
experimentation was useful but was not pursued because the content of  the image 
became much less perceptible as the formal qualities overwhelmed the subject matter. 
As the project progressed, my aim was to work with images in a more direct way by 
juxtaposing smaller prints with others that were composed and printed to formally 
resemble the small prints.
I experimented further by using a strong grid structure to organise images, and 
to break up larger images. I also used images from disparate locations to propose 
Figure 53 early studio experiments with gridded images in sequence. 2016.
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oblique connections between sites and subjects of  the images. However, I abandoned 
the rigid grid structure because it did not provide the scope necessary for breaking up 
larger images beyond a reflection on the physical aspect of  the images as a print or 
as a process for composition. The grid was also imbued with a sense of  tightness and 
restriction that hampered the aim of  looser associations required by poetic readings 
– an aim I later achieved by composing more openly around an array structure. 
The spatial relationships between works, which spoke to the spatial and temporal 
relationships more clearly as the gaps were larger between individual prints, became 
increasingly important.
Further compositional experiments included the image above, one of  several 
iterations where images were printed at the same scale and composed tightly into 
a corner. The proximity of  the images led to a higher sense of  connection, but the 
tightness of  the composition was quite visually dense and busy with information 
Figure 54 early studio experiments in composition of  arrays. 2016.
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rather than conveying a sense of  the reduced noise levels and energy of  the nocturnal 
city. Formally, however, it is a compositional approach that offers multiple metaphoric 
connections across the space of  the wall, and it was this aspect of  the experiment 
that I continued with in further iterations. The archive of  images developed during 
fieldwork and in studio image-making allowed for a wide range from which images 
could be selected to emphasise particular aspects of  the project’s broad exploration.
These images document further experimentation with compositional strategies and 
were arranged in different configurations in order to explore connections between the 
images that depicted clearly recognisable sites. These sites and subjects included images 
such as a cave stalagmite or flash-lit spray of  water that conveyed more allusive qualities 
than site specific relationships. My aim with each composition was to offer a range of  
particular resonances and connections. In addition to the subject matter of  the images, 
the formal placement of  individual images was important in compositional strategies. 
In the first image the stalagmite and the statue refer to each other in a visually formal 
sense: a relationship suggesting subtle relationality while simultaneously evoking a sense 
of  tension at the level of  disparate subject matter in a similar mode to the work of  
Jochen Lempert or Wolfgang Tillmans, as discussed in chapter two. 
Assessing the success of  these experiments was a subjective process. The assemblages 
of  images shift significantly with the addition or removal of  a particular image, though 
the effect is subtle and precise readings are intentionally complex and dependent upon 
the poetics of  the images rather than literal translation from word to image. Working 
in studio I arranged multiple compositions, often leaving them in-situ for days or weeks 
to build a sense of  how the relationships between images furthered the goals of  the 
research. Sometimes compositions were arranged quickly, and quickly altered, though 
more generally the adding and removing of  particular images was a slow process. What 
I wanted was the right balance of  tension between the formal aspects of  the printed 
image, with the coherence of  connection between the subject matter, a quite subjective 
aim, which is difficult to account for fully.
Arranging images on the wall became a contemplative process comparable to the 
real-world interconnections the project explores with meaning shifting according to 
differing proximities. The work is designed to be affectively cumulative, as the web 
of  connections, shifts and changes between images. A further refined version of  this 
methodology was first publicly exhibited in and exhibition in 2017. 
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During July 2017 I exhibited a selection of  images at Neospace Gallery in Mebourne, 
titled the sun, under the earth. This title referred to the night as the period when we 
might imagine the sun to be positioned under the surface of  the earth, and also 
the underground sites where bodies of  coal hold energy from photosynthesis. The 
exhibition comprised 77 images made in Victoria during the previous two years 
consisting primarily of  images made at night in the city of  Melbourne and from 
mines and power stations in the Latrobe Valley. The works benefitted from being 
installed in a gallery space that allowed for testing how particular images related 
to one another to form a coherent sequence that suggested encounters with the 
nocturnal ecology of  the city conveyed through visually poetic form.
The images were printed in small sizes: the smallest at 6cm x 9cm and the largest at 
30cm by 45cm, (though only a single print at that larger scale was included). Most 
prints were 10cm to 15cm on the narrow side. The prints were trimmed to the edge 
 5.1 Outcome One: Exhibition the sun, under the earth
Figure 55 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 2017.
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of  the image, leaving no border in order to more fully connect the black tone of  the 
nocturnal images across the white interstices of  the walls. The intent here was that 
the blackness provided the visual coherence of  the prints in ways that were intended 
to convey a shared experience of  the night. I mounted the prints to a 5mm thick 
foam core which was cut to be approximately 1cm smaller than the print along both 
edges in ways not visible to the viewer.
These small technical decisions were gauged carefully with the aim of  offering a 
particular experience of  interaction with the images as prints. The small scale of  
the prints required the viewer to closely examine the details and then to take in the 
overall impressions of  the installation. From the centre of  the room the overall effect 
was one of  small dark shapes on a clean white plane, with only a few images visible 
at a distance. This selective process was designed to lead the viewer to a deeper 
engagement with the images as a single installation. The prints were raised slightly 
Figure 56 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 2017.
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off the wall to provide a subtle spatial shift from the white plane of  the wall to slightly 
alter the perception of  the walls. This created a sense of  spatial depth that gave the 
impression of  a second plane extending from the gallery wall just over 5mm out from 
the wall where the small, primarily dark prints sat and cast small shadows at their 
edges as the sun shifted the light levels across the gallery.
The installation was quite minimal in many ways with a text limited to titles such as 
the sun, under the earth on a single room-sheet as simple descriptions of  the subject of  
individual prints. 
Images of  mining activity were included, along with photographs of  the inside of  
caves and underground car parks in the city of  Melbourne which were all aimed 
to convey a sense of  human subterranean interactions with the atmosphere that 
Figure 57 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 2017.
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contribute a large percentage of  the gases responsible for climate change.
I left the electrical meter box in gallery space visible, with a transparent perspex box 
ensuring it was safe, as a gesture to the connection between the gallery space with the 
power stations through the electrical grid and coal mining activities depicted. 
This installation of  images was an important finding of  my research insofar as it 
demonstrated that a subtle sequence of  images installed as an array across multiple 
gallery walls can offer a sense of  coherence and of  shared meaning through material 
and image forms. The poetic relations between the images was an important aspect 
of  the experiment in installation for this exhibition that led to feedback from viewers 
and useful reflections on how to publicly communicate the findings of  the research. 
This image sequence remained in the gallery for a month, giving me time to consider 
further how it constructed meaning in ways. As an installation process, the precise 
Figure 58 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 2017.
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layout was not predetermined, but was rather roughly sketched in ways based on 
the number of  available prints combined with compositional strategies following 
experimentation in the studio. Because of  the lightness of  the works, the installation 
allowed for loose experimentation with spatial relationships between the images that 
benefitted from physical proximity as clusters providing a new focus on particular 
relationships, whereas in general it was the overall configuration of  the prints in the 
space that was important.
Figure 59 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 2017.
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I have aimed consistently to avoid overt messages or explicit didactic narrative in my 
work. Rather developed a poetic sensibility within material relationships as a visual 
and spatial provocation on the environmental dynamics of  the nocturnal city. As with 
any poetically allusive work, however, there is a risk that viewers will value the images 
for their technical and aesthetic qualities instead of  engaging with the environmental 
aspects of  the work Though for me this is not a major drawback because the use of  
a visual poetics in many ways offers much greater scope for open interpretation and 
consideration than art with a more explicit environmental agenda. 
The artists discussed in chapter two vary in their approaches to taking a political 
stance or contributing to public debate through artwork and research. The outcomes 
of  my own research provide an argument against the necessity of  incorporating 
didactic or activist political agendas in image based work, though I do not argue 
that art of  this kind does not contribute to valuable debate, but rather that art with 
more overt political commentary it but one of  several valuable approaches to making 
artworks.
The visual poetics utilised in this exhibition holds some formal similarities to artists 
discussed earlier, especially Jochen Lempert and Masao Yamamoto, though my differs 
significantly and is probably closer to the exploratory, research-based processes of  
Elaine Gan or Xavier Ribas. My formal compositions work address the fundamental 
questions of  my research in ways that aim to trace the disparate connections across 
spatial and temporal gaps. In this, I develop the idea of  connection differently to 
Ribas or Gan who both work from a central material and draw out connections, 
whereas I follow linkages along a chain of  connections between sites and 
through materials. Though brown coal became a central hub of  the metaphoric 
interconnections I traced in this project, it did not iominate the secondary linkages 
suggested by my work such as those between the artificial light, the urban ecology of  
city parks and the networks of  electrical infrastructure.
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In the work titled slow encounter (2016), I presented a slow motion video of  a 
nocturnal encounter with a brushtail possum in a park in the centre of  Melbourne. 
The video is greyscale and has been inverted, turning what was a very dark image 
into a plane of  almost pure white, with the nonhuman subject emerging from 
this lightness at the centre of  the frame, but in soft tones of  grey bleeding into 
the whiteness at the edges, as if  emerging from white. In this inverted image, the 
blackness of  the nocturnal city is shifted into its opposite, an inversion in which the 
possum retains the mid-tones of  its fur while its environment is radically altered in 
representation. 
This video aimed to engage viewers with a moment of  encounter with an animal 
by stretching it out over a much longer period than how the event occurred in real 
time. This adaptation retained a representational quality but also abstracted the 
moment of  encounter away from references to nature documentaries and allowed for 
a close examination of  the slight gestures and movements made by the possum as the 
encounter unfolds. This work invites a contemplation of  the mind of  the creature as 
it manifests in the deliberate movements of  its body and the inscrutable expression of  
 5.2 Video works
Figure 60 Slow Encounter (Possum). Still from digital video, 1m 15s. 2016.
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its face. My aim in doing this was to sustain a tension between the recognition of  a 
familiar species and the strangeness of  how its mind and gestures differ so much from 
the human. 
As a meditation on the moment of  encounter, this work is part of  an ongoing 
exploration of  the moment of  encounter between the human and animal within 
visual art, particularly in the video art of  David Noonan in his work Owl (2004), 
Janet Laurence’s Vanishing (2009), or Bill Viola’s I Do Not Know What It Is That I Am 
(1986). Slow Encounter offers a dimension of  altered temporality that differs from 
the ‘frozen’ moment of  still images, as the slow motion of  this video represents the 
subject in a more attenuated way, that draws attention to the strangeness of  the 
possum’s appearance, and the appearance of  both familiarity and strangeness in its 
movements.
The video Brown coal smoulder (2016) reveals how a small piece of  brown coal 
smoulders slowly as wisps of  dark smoke emerge and disappear from it. Like Slow 
Encounter this video was also made in slow motion in greyscale. The inverted 
Figure 61 Brown coal smoulder. Video file, 5:00 duration. 2016. Dimensions variable. 
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greyscale palette allows the object to remain somewhat elusive, though it is revealed 
by the title as the transformation of  brown coal as static matter from the ground is 
transformed into atmospheric pollution through combustion. Though the polluting 
qualities of  brown coal is a major theme of  the project it is largely shown in images 
of  the infrastructure of  the power station and electrical networks. By contrast, this 
work depicts this transformative process in a way that is divorced from the enormous 
furnaces of  the power station, as instead the small piece of  brown coal is allowed to 
slowly disintegrate as it is changed into gas and particles in smoke. 
The altered speed of  this video, and the others discussed references the shifts in 
perception related to an understanding of  geological time. This mode also brings the 
videos closer to still images. I made many still images of  pieces of  brown coal over 
the course of  this project. In the video, however, the transformation that occurs in 
the furnace of  the power station, from solid matter to fumes is condensed in a single 
work. While, Brown Coal Smoulder and other video works are not primary outcomes 
of  this project they do compliment the still images in important ways to clarify the 
findings of  the research. 
Figure 62 Atmospheric drift (Kraftwerk Schwarzepumpe). Video file 2:00 duration. 2017. Dimensions 
variable.
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The video Atmospheric drift (2017) was made at a power station in Germany where 
the tower exhausts steam in the process of  cooling water as brown coal is burned to 
generate electrical energy. The clouds of  water vapour from these cooling towers 
can rise kilometres in the air when conditions are still, and are known to affect 
local weather patterns. Like my other videos this work is also in slow motion that in 
this instance concentrates on the forms of  the cloud emerging from the rim of  the 
cooling tower. Unlike the other videos, however, the file is not inverted, leaving with 
its real-time exposure intact and imbuing it with a more naturalistic imagery. The 
slow, inexorable drift of  steam from the cooling tower changes form and writhes as it 
interacts with the air above the cooling tower and the wind conditions. Like most of  
the other images of  the project it depicts a single object or phenomenon in a simple 
compositional format thus avoiding cinematic techniques such as editing multiple 
scenes or revealing camera movement, and as such is closer to still images as I held a 
single image that shifted only slowly in the frame. 
The still images constitute the main outcomes of  the project and the research 
outcomes in response to the research questions. In contrast to these, the video works 
operated as more singular compositions, relying less upon the surrounding works 
to build a poetic visual coherence. As works outside the primary outcomes, these 
are important to the research process but not central to the findings of  the project. 
Still images constitute the core of  the project and inform its findings, in particular 
the development of  a visual poetics specific to this project relies upon still images in 
relation to each other. 
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The photobook has an important role in the dissemination of  photographic images 
through artworks made specifically for book formats. As a mode of  artistic production 
and distribution it has gained significant recognition in the past decade or so with 
several international monographic surveys and many nationally specific histories (Di 
Bello, Wilson, & Zamir, 2012). Martin Parr and Gerry Badger’s three volume History 
of  the Photobook (Parr & Badger, 2004, 2009, 2014) provided a preliminary canon of  
photobooks that has provoked much critical debate on the history of  the medium of  
photography in its relation to the book (Campany, 2014). 
The book allows an intimacy of  experience in viewing images as well as the capacity 
to reach a wider public. Elizabeth Shannon suggests that the photobook is:
perhaps the most effective vehicle through which to present and disseminate a body of  
photographic work: its life extends beyond that of  an exhibition (or a photographer); it is easily 
portable; and its contents retain the potential for rediscovery.
 (Shannon, 2010, p. 56)
By comparison, an exhibition in a gallery space is confined to a period measured in 
weeks or months, and generally reaches a much smaller audience. Both the tangible 
and physical aspects of  the encounter with the photobook or the printed image 
were important to the research and allowed an intimacy of  encounter with the 
works which is not available in gallery or online spaces. It also facilitates an ongoing 
relationship with the work and therefore the potential for a deeper engagement 
with it, which is an important consideration where the work is intended as a poetic 
document where meaning is necessarily immediately accessible on first encounter 
with the artworks.
In general, the form of  the photobook offers a limited set of  options that necessitate 
a linear sequence of  images, though the actual reading process varies between 
individuals and often does not follow the trajectory from first page to last. Some 
artists have worked with various alternative formats such as producing unbound 
collections of  pages or customised folding structures, though these are less common, 
particularly in trade publications where the restrictions of  commercial printing and 
distribution networks make the traditional book form an easier proposition. 
 5.3 Book experiments
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The experiments shown below illustrate some of  the attempts to work with the form 
of  the book as a format for images in my research. 
The figure above illustrates an early experiment when where images were laid out 
through the sequence without gaps and running around pages in a long linear 
sequence. This attempt to build connections between images was explored for its 
formal qualities and for the way the black background unified the composition. I 
designed the linear nature of  the book with little regard for individual images, which 
meant that images were often illegible when spaced across two pages.
The book shown below represents another early experimental attempt date to 
work with a sequence of  images from a single encounter with a brushtail possum. 
I presented this nocturnal encounter in a sequence of  frozen moments paired with 
their photographic negatives on the opposite page. The formal comparison was the 
pull-apart Polaroid film where a positive image is in direct contact with its negative, 
and which then fades quickly once exposed to the light and disappears, but my main 
references were to the binary imagery of  night and day, or darkness and light that 
exerts such a powerful hold on the human imagination. 
Figure 63 Untitled book dummy experiment. 2016.
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Here the binary opposites of  light and dark are seen in a single moment, unified 
by the figure of  the brushtail possum in tones closer to the centre of  the spectrum 
between black and white and that therefore change least as the images are inverted. 
Altering the plane of  blackness on the page by shifting it into its direct opposite both 
negates and draws attention to the importance of  the blackness surrounding the 
subject and the binary of  night/day, dark/light. Both of  the books above engaged 
in a consideration of  the formal qualities of  the nocturnal images, something which 
became less important as the project progressed. 
Figure 64 Untitled book dummy (brushtail possum positive and negative). 2016.
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The experiment above, titled What is it like to be a Bat, was inspired by the well-known 
essay by Thomas Nagel (1974) and comprised a sequence of  images that I made 
in a single evening in a park in urban Berlin. With my camera set to manual focus, 
I stood and attempted to photograph the small bats which circled in the pale light 
of  a lamp near a pond, leading to many images of  half-focused spectral shapes 
against a black background. The forms of  the bats, and the strobe effect suggested 
visual correspondences with Nagel’s proposition that there is a condition of  being 
a bat, but for a human being it is an impossible condition to experience since 
phenomenologically it is impossible for one species to perceive what another kind of  
creature perceives. This experiment drew on the thinking about encounter discussed 
in earlier chapters, and while a worthwhile experiment I did not pursue this mode of  
working or the pure focus on a single species any further. This experiment in book-
making was a minor one and the images were not used for any other purpose during 
Figure 65 Page spread from What is it like to be a bat? Experimental book. 2017.
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the project. The layout was simple, images presented without borders and without 
consideration for the sequence.
My final studio-based experiment in creating a book was a collection of  images 
mainly of  trees and foliage with some views of  the open-cut mine made around 
a brown coal mine during daylight hours. This was intended to emphasise the 
vegetable nature of  the origin of  brown coal and the solar basis for the energy and 
matter of  the trees, produced through photosynthesis and formed from carbon 
dioxide in the atmosphere. The images were presented as mostly full page, some with 
slight borders as a method of  breaking the sequence slightly.
Assessing the results of  the book experiments was a detailed process. I produced the 
books and worked through the image sequences digitally before sending the files for 
Figure 66 Page spread from untitled experimental book dummy. 2017.
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printing and receiving the books in physical form some weeks later. in making these 
works I was surprised how the different images related to each other and how the 
formal qualities of  a book effect the reading of  each sequence, and even the slight 
variations in print quality could make a significant difference to the meaning of  the 
works. 
In each of  these experiments I used the book to explore possibilities related to the 
research questions. Some aspects of  these were used in further iterations of  the book 
format while others were useful but limited experiments. The narrow focus of  most 
of  these books worked against the broad exploration of  multi-linear relationships 
which the project focussed on, and in this regard the books generally offered limited 
but useful outcomes for the research. The books did provid good results in working 
with multiple sequences to explore ecological relations, and although they were 
narrow in scope and confined to experimental status they did inform the development 
of  a further book project which was published by a commercial publisher and 
distributed locally and internationally.
The second primary outcome for the project was the book Nocturnal Ecologies, which 
was published by Melbourne based publisher Perimeter Editions in early 2019. The 
book was published in a limited edition of  250 copies on a commercial basis and was  
presented at art book fairs in the United States, the Middle East, and Europe as well 
as being stocked in Australian book stores. The book was accepted for publication 
based on discussion with the publisher and presentation of  the work to them. Some 
funding was provided from RMIT in support of  the publication and is gratefully 
acknowledged in the book. The book was printed in Melbourne by Impact Digital, a 
process managed by the publishers.
Rather than incorporating images from all my fieldwork, Nocturnal Ecologies draws on 
images made in Victoria. This selection was relevant to my local context in ways that 
were germane to the ecological interconnections that formed the basis for the project. 
 5.4 Outcome Two: Nocturnal Ecologies
Figure 67 (over page) Cover of  Nocturnal Ecologies. 2019.
168
169
The book is designed on a modest scale that is easy to hold, 16cm wide and 
24cm high. Design details such as the choice of  typeface and type layout were 
a collaborative process with a graphic designer and the publishers who are 
acknowledged in the credits section of  the book. 
 In addition to the photographic works I also introduced a series of  notes at the 
end of  the image sequence in order to articulate some of  the key themes and 
interconnections. These became an important element of  the design of  the book, 
with twenty notes used which include quotations from relevant theorists, explanatory 
notes, or short personal perspectives relevant to some of  the images. These include 
a credit for the first image in the book, taken by an astronaut on the International 
Space Station, which was used with permission. Further notes refer to some of  the 
historical relationships explored in the project and detailed in the previous chapter, 
for example note V, referring to an image of  a statue of  Sir John Monash:
Detail of  statue of  Sir John Monash by John Corlett, Monash University. After the allied 
victory in World War One Sir John Monash organised an espionage mission to gather detailed 
information and photographs of  brown coal mining and electricity generation technology 
in occupied Germany. Later he was appointed the first Chairman of  the State Electricity 
Commission (SEC), building the foundation for the electrification of  Victoria through burning 
brown coal.
The tone of  the text is deliberately fragmentary, and historical details such as these 
are juxtaposed with lighter considerations as in note number IV:
I wondered if  the possums understood me. 
The text also uses quotations from theorists referenced in this document, for example 
note XVI:
The Anthropocene implicates us all in this looming darkness. We human-beings are all 
criminals, all detectives, and all victims. That is the situatedness of  the Anthropocene — 
everyone is contributing to it, everyone is affected by it, everyone is guilty.
Deborah Bird Rose, “Anthropocene noir”, 2013
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In adding the text I wanted to offer a secondary sequence of  layered references rather 
than an explanatory notes or overview of  the project in essay form. The text acts 
partly as a secondary element in support of  the relationships explored in visual mode 
allowing a deeper engagement with the research underpinning the visual work, but 
also acts as a poetic device independent of  the images. 
The fragments of  text point towards the themes explored in the project suggesting 
connections between images that are sometimes explicit but often more subtly 
allusive and metaphoric. I paired the images on double page spreads based on several 
possible relationships with formal qualities such as the shapes of  objects considered 
along with more direct relationships such as those evident in the images below the 
Figure 68 Page spread from Nocturnal Ecologies. 2019.
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texts. In order to provide further detail on the book, in this section I describe three 
key page spreads that exemplify particular aspects of  the book.
The spread on the previous page depicts a banksia growing in the grounds of  
the University of  Melbourne and a banksia fossil found in brown coal held in the 
collection of  Museums Victoria. The explicit relationship between the images draws 
attention across the enormous temporal gaps between the formation and excavation 
of  brown coal. The form of  the banksia imprinted in the coal is a direct physical 
imprint of  a banksia which grew tens of  millions of  years ago. I discuss this image in 
Chapter Two in relation to visual poetics, and it is worth revisiting the context here 
in relation to the page spread rather than the individual image. Silverman’s writing is 
particularly useful in considering the analogous nature of  the photographic image:
Each of  us is connected through similarities that are neither of  our making or our choosing to 
countless other beings. We cannot extricate ourselves from these relationships, because there is 
no such thing as an individual; the smallest unit of  Being is two interlocking terms. There is 
also nowhere else to go. Analogy runs through everything-that-is like a shuttle through a loom, 
weaving its threads into the All, or what I call the “world.”
 (Silverman, 2015, p. 15)
In pairing this image with an image of  a living banksia plant, the implied 
relationship is both analogous and literal. The analogy exists where the formal 
qualities of  the image offer connections between the dual images of  banksias. The 
literal connection exists in the subject matter of  the image, that is, of  plant matter 
related through genetic material and a shared classification in the Linnaean system. 
This photographic spread not only articulates deep time but also shared spatial 
connections understood within an ecological framework. Such connections are 
readily accessible at one level in the denotative forms of  the plants, yet there are 
deeper connotative associations that are less obvious and require more reflective 
consideration. The note to the figure, number VII reads:
Banksia cone fossil in brown coal, from the Museums Victoria palaeontology collections, 
opposite Banksia flowering in the gardens of  the University of  Melbourne.) 
This provides a context for both images, and in the further context of  the sequence 
the more complex interrelationships of  the plants are revealed. 
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This spread includes two quite different images. The left image is of  a box containing 
a small fossilised fragment of  teeth and jawbone from an ancient possum species, 
Trichosurus hamiltonensis which is considered an ancestor of  the brushtail possum. 
The specimen was named after the location where it was found, near Hamilton in 
Victoria. While this specimen has no direct physical relationship with the brown 
coal fields of  the Latrobe Valley it has been dated to the Miocene era when the 
plants that were growing then have been transformed into brown coal. The possum 
species is likely to have existed in areas where brown coal formed but the only certain 
relationship is temporal. In the larger sequence of  the book this specimen connects 
to brushtail possums of  the present that inhabit the parks and gardens of  the city and 
are an important niche species in the nocturnal urban ecology of  the city. The right 
Figure 69 Page spread from Nocturnal Ecologies. 2019.
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page depicts the Yallourn mine in the Latrobe Valley, and shows a digging machine 
on a brown coal deposit. The digging arm of  the machine and its toothed bucket are 
buried in the coal that forms a single dark plane around the machine. I contrasted 
the light tones and stillness of  the possum teeth in their small box with the mining 
machinery to create a slightly jarring effect.
This spread includes an image of  a commemorative cup that was created after 
the Loy Yang B power station in the Latrobe Valley was purchased by a company 
based in the United States of  America, Edison Mission Energy. This was part of  the 
wave of  privatisation that occurred in Victoria during the 1990s when much state 
government-owned infrastructure was sold. The cup features a stylised image of  the 
Figure 70 Page spread from Nocturnal Ecologies. 2019.
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power station as well as the logo of  the company. The opposite image is of  the Loy 
Yang B power station, which I made at night during 2018. The graphic image on 
the cup and the photographic image depict the power station from roughly the same 
angle. As well as the cooling towers and chimney, the cup also includes a stylised tree 
to the left of  the power station, where in the photographic image the tree is smaller 
though it is a stark bare collection of  branches silhouetted against the sky and steam 
rather than the healthy broccoli-like form depicted in the cup. The repetition of  
the iconic form of  the power station in both images as well as the form of  the cup 
echoing the form of  the cooling towers provide some visual similarities to the images, 
though they are formally quite disparate. This building of  multi-linear relationality 
in the image sequence adds to the complexity of  the analogous visual poetics 
operating in the book. This relationship across images, through subjects that are also 
directly connected through analogy, further develops across the sequence as the book 
progresses, adding layers of  references and visual similarity. 
An analysis of  each pictorial spread reveals how the book builds a document of  
aspects of  my research project such as the fieldwork. I have used the book as a way of  
capturing the flows of  energy and connections across spatial and temporal gaps that 
are an essential consideration of  the research. Particular subjects such as the brushtail 
possum or specific plants and human structures, are referred to repeatedly through 
the book in contrast with more singular subject matter such as the cup. My aim was 
to avoid linear narratives in order to emphasise more subtle conceptual connections 
through the document and images to build a sense of  the web of  interconnections 
at the heart of  the project. Nocturnal Ecologies is an appropriate conclusion to this 
doctoral project as it is a work that concludes the many experiments in developing 
a visual poetics addressing the complex interconnections occurring in the nocturnal 
city. It builds upon my experiments to present a coherent and multifaceted work 
that encourages viewers to explore their own interconnection and complicity in the 
broader ecological context. 
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This research project set out to answer two research questions, these were:
1. In what ways can visual poetics reveal the temporal foundations of  the nocturnal city as a 
place of  encounter with the nonhuman world?
2. How can such visual poetics be used to explore the relations implicit in lighting the 
contemporary city in a time of  ecological crisis?
To conclude, the visual works produced have all demonstrated clear ways that a 
visual poetics can reveal the temporal foundations of  the nocturnal city as a place of  
encounter with the nonhuman world. Working with photographic images deployed 
in analogous relationship to their subjects and arrayed across the gallery wall or 
sequenced in the pages of  a book the works have demonstrated how a visually poetic 
mode of  working can reveal interconnection and encounter. 
The exhibition displayed small, finely detailed prints that imaginatively engaged 
with the temporal foundations of  the encounters with animals that I captured 
photographically, while the book offers a more intimate engagement with multilinear 
sequences within a smaller range of  images arranged across a sequential page order. 
The results were detailed exploration of  phenomena within the context of  ecological 
crisis (most prominently climate change) inviting the viewer to participate in a range 
of  open-ended readings and reflect on their own participation in the ecologies 
depicted. My emphasis on the poetic combines visual elements that articulate the 
strangeness of  personal encounters with animals within the nocturnal city and 
explore the complex ecological interrelationships and entanglements that pertain to 
those meetings. 
The material poetics in the project title is also deeply entangled with the temporality 
referenced in the second question. The material most deeply considered in the 
research is brown coal, which embodies the interconnections and flows of  energy 
across deep time. This physical matter is represented though photographic images 
and connected through visual poetics with the sites with which it is entangled due to 
 5.5 Conclusion
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current human activity. 
As discussed earlier, Susanna Lidström and Greg Garrard argued that poetics hold an 
important place in considering the disasters of  the Anthropocene, and suggest that 
poems:
…depend on unique formal qualities, and are perhaps even more than other literary genres 
animated by and able to contain open-ended, multiple and even contradictory levels of  
meaning. This makes them especially interesting to look to for images that challenge established 
patterns of  environmental thought and address complex, labyrinthine twenty-first century 
human-environment relations between local and global, social and ecological, perception and 
imagination. 
 (Lidström & Garrard, 2014, p. 37)
The visual poetics developed over the course of  this project attend to these qualities 
and make an important contribution within the defined field of  visual practice. In 
accord with Lidström and Garrard’s suggestions, the works are multifaceted, drawing 
together disparate phenomena across spatial and temporal gaps, addressing local 
and global concerns, and some of  the complex, labyrinthine entanglements of  the 
ecological crises. The outcomes demonstrate how a visual poetics can be used to draw 
out the visual and affective nuances of  entangled encounters with the nonhuman 
world in the nocturnal city by acknowledging the multilinear temporal relationships 
concentrated in such sites. 
The outcomes of  the project adopts aspects of  the realist poetics advanced by Alan 
Sekula, Xavier Ribas and Elaine Gan, while including the ecological poetics espoused 
by Jochen Lempert, Wolfgang Tillmans, and Masao Yamamoto. By blending these 
visual-poetical modes, the project contributes to multispecies ethnographies as a 
methodology based on personal encounters and the material processes pertaining 
to sites of  encounter. The large body of  work built up during field work and studio 
based imaging developed into two primary outcomes that further the artistic 
conversations on relations between human beings and the nonhuman within the 
context of  ecological crises. 
This synthesis of  visual and ecological poetics in my outcomes demonstrate that 
works which engage poetically with ecological questions and issues around the human 
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relationship to the nonhuman can be a strong and affective mode of  furthering 
the complex questions which arise when engaging deeply in these areas. Didactic 
approaches are also valid and useful, however this project demonstrates that this 
mode of  more activist artists practice is not the only one which can be considered 
efficacious and productive in a time of  crisis. 
While the immediacy and urgency of  activist approaches to environmental challenges 
have their place, my aim was to challenge them through a slow processual aesthetic 
that traces ecological connection through a concentration on moments of  encounter. 
Like Allan Sekula’s realist poetics that trace political connection through materials 
and processes I have drawn such connections. Yet the visual poetics developed in this 
project build also upon the works of  artists such as Masao Yamamoto and Jochen 
Lempert whose works seem to avoid overt social linkages entirely. In forming a 
particular approach to visual poetics, I have developed an approach which engages 
with the realities of  material and ecological processes from a human perspective, 
but which emphasises these connections, and the intricacies of  complicity within the 
human domain. 
The conclusions I draw from the research project are that visual poetics are an ideal 
mode for both revealing aspects of  the nocturnal city and its innate connections 
to deep temporal ecologies and to the immediacy of  the ecological crises and for 
considering in affective ways the multiple and complex aspects of  these entangling 
relationships for human beings. Based on th outcomes produced, I find that 
The exploration through visual poetics can offer important insights where other 
modes of  visual representation or modes of  argument cannot operate effectively, 
particularly affective and multilinear understandings of  the contemporary relation 
between the human and the nonhuman and the wide and deep flows of  time, energy, 
and spatial connection innate to these relations.
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Figure 1 Tawny Frogmouth in Fitzroy Gardens, Melbourne. 2016.   11
Figure 2 Lighting fixture and bare branches, inner Melbourne. 2016.   12
Figure 3 Brown coal, from the Yallourn mine, 2017.     14
Figure 4 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Felix Wilson. 2017. Neospace Gallery. 
Melbourne.          20
Figure 5 World population percentage living in urban areas 1960 to 2016. Image used under 
licence from the World Bank, available at https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.
TOTL.IN.ZS?end=2016&locations=1W&start=1960&view=chart)   22
Figure 6 Population percentage living in urban areas 1960 to 2016 of  Australia, Germany, 
China, and India. Image used under licence from the World Bank, available at https://
data.worldbank.org/indicator/SP.URB.TOTL.IN.ZS?end=2016&locations=AU-DE-IN-
CN&start=1960&view=chart&year_high_desc=false     23
Figure 7 Melbourne from the International Space Station. Image courtesy NASA & ESA, 
used under licence.         31
Figure 8 Banksia cone in brown coal       51
Figure 9 Allan Sekula, Untitled image from Fish Story.     56
Figure 10 A History of  Detonations. Installation MACBA, 2014     58
Figure 11 Elaine Gan. Installation view of  Mapping Rice. http://elainegan.com/riceDarc.
html           60
Figure 12 Lonnie van Brummelen and Siebren de Haan. Sugar Refinery, Lagos. Still from 
16mm film Monument of  Sugar, 2007.       61
Figure 13 Page spread from P(ech) B(lende): Library for Radioactive Afterlife, image via 
http://www.susannekriemann.info/       62
Figure 14 Page spread from P(ech) B(lende): Library for Radioactive Afterlife, image via 
http://www.susannekriemann.info/       63
Figure 15 Jochen Lempert, Untitled (Barcelona-Pavillion) gallery installation via http://www.
betweenbridges.net/Jochen_Lempert.html      66
Figure 16 Wolfgang Tillmans “Studio” installation view Galerie Buchholz, Berlin 2016 
http://www.galeriebuchholz.de/exhibitions/wolfgang-tillmans-berlin-2016/  69
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Figure 17 Masao Yamamoto, Kawa #1575, gelatine silver print 15.8 x 24cm, http://www.
gallery51.com/index.php?navigatieid=9&fotograafid=61    72
Figure 18 Masao Yamamoto installation view from Kawa=Flow shown at Jackson Fine Art, 
Atlanta; http://www.jacksonfineart.com/artist_exhibit.php?id=117&exhibitid=30&image
id=1054          73
Figure 19 Diagram of  thematic connections explored over the duration of  the project 77
Figure 20 Digital contact sheet of  a sequence of  images made at night in Melbourne with 
brushtail possums.         87
Figure 21 Digital contact sheet of  a sequence of  images made at night in Melbourne of  
lighting fixtures and urban trees        89
Figure 22 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made during tour of  Loy Yang B Power 
Station           91
Figure 23 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made at night around Loy Yang B Power 
Station           93
Figure 24 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made at Kraftwerk Schwarze Pumpe, 
Germany          95
Figure 25 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made during fieldwork in Haidemühl 97
Figure 26 Digital contact sheet of  selected images made of  brown coal pieces in studio 99
Figure 27 Brown coal from Yallourn mine in the Latrobe Valley, Victoria. 2017. This image 
was used in both major outcomes for the project.                 106
Figure 28 Kraftwerk Schwarze Pumpe, generator room, Germany. 2017.              107
Figure 29 Welzow Süd brown coal mine, Germany. 2017.               108
Figure 30 1857 Letter from August Krantz to Frederick McCoy regarding the purchase 
of  fossil and geological specimens. Access courtesy Melbourne Museum. Author’s own 
photograph.                     110
Figure 31 Macropus mundjabus remains in cardboard box, from the Melbourne Museum 
palaeontology collection. 2018. Tim Flannery named the species ‘mundjabus’ from the word 
‘mundjab’ which he translates as ‘he has gone’ in the local indigenous language.             112
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Figure 32 Book Spread from Nocturnal Ecologies, on the right is a vertebrae from Macropus 
mundjabus. This work is further discussed in chapter five.               113
Figure 33  Victorian Parliamentary Papers for 1919 open to the page containing images of  
the Fortuna mine and equipment. 2018. Authors own photograph, access courtesy State 
Library Victoria.                    118
Figure 34 Detail of  statue of  Sir John Monash, by the sculptor Peter Corlett. 2018.           120
Figure 35 Spread from Nocturnal Ecologies (2019) featuring a detail from the statue 
honouring Sir John Monash by the sculptor William Leslie Bowles on the right page.        121
Figure 36 Loy Yang B power station at night, one of  the more recent developments in the 
Latrobe Valley. 2018. Image used in the Nocturnal Ecologies book.              122
Figure 37 Light globe. 2017. An image used in the book Nocturnal Ecologies             125
Figure 38 Melbourne Centenary Illuminations, Melbourne from the Yarra, Victoria, 
Australia, 1934. Public domain from State Electricity Commission of  Victoria (SECV) 
Museums Victoria. https://collections.museumvictoria.com.au/items/1547776             126
Figure 39 Still from Olympia (1938) by Leni Riefenstahl depicting the lighting of  the closing 
ceremony of  the 1936 Berlin Olympics.                     127
Figure 40 Insects attracted to nocturnal lighting in Carlton Gardens, inner Melbourne. 2018. 
This image was used in the publication Nocturnal Ecologies, which is further discussed in 
chapter five.                     129
Figure 41 Melbourne and the Latrobe Valley (lower left) from above, oriented East upwards. 
Image from Google Earth. Used under licence.                 131
Figure 42 Foliage photographed on the campus of  Melbourne University, an inner city area 
with some green spaces that support a range of  species. 2018.               132
Figure 43 Victorian electricity usage totals (Gigawatt hours) 2008-2015 with generation 
sources. Based on data from the Australian Government Department of  Industry, Innovation 
and Science https://industry.gov.au/Office-of-the-Chief-Economist/Publications/Pages/
Australian-energy-statistics.aspx#                  133
Figure 44 Berlin from the International Space Station.  2013. The upper parts of  the city are 
lit by whiter light than the lower parts in this image.                 134
182
Figure 45 Berlin (top left) and the coal mines of  the Laustiz region (lower right) from above. 
Image from Google Earth. Used under licence.                 135
Figure 46 Species density in Berlin. Reprinted from (Zerbe et al., 2003) with permission from 
Elsevier.                     137
Figure 47 Berlin and Brandenburg electricity generation. Fossil here refers to brown coal. 
Reprinted from (Moeller et al., 2014, p. 41) with permission from Elsevier. The Laustiz 
region is by far the largest source of  electricity, with over 75% coming from brown coal.  
                      138
Figure 48 Spider in web attached to lighting fixture in Berlin. 2017.              139
Figure 49 Welzow Süd brown coal mine. 2017.                 140
Figure 50 Brown coal related employment in the Lausitz region, 1989 - 2015. Data from 
STATISTIK DER KOHLENWIRTSCHAFT e.v. https://www.kohlenstatistik.de/3-0-
Uebersichten.html                    141
Figure 51 Ruined buildings in Haidemühl. 2017. 143
Figure 52 Early studio experiments incorporating audio recordings with images printed on 
varying surfaces. 2016.                    148
Figure 53 early studio experiments with gridded images in sequence. 2016.             149
Figure 54 early studio experiments in composition of  arrays. 2016.                  150
Figure 55 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 
2017.                      152
Figure 56 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 
2017.                      153
Figure 57 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 
2017.                      154
Figure 58 Installation view of  the sun, under the earth. Neospace Gallery Collingwood. 
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